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Abstract 
This thesis is a linguistic ethnography of the Americans who moved from the Panama 
Canal Zone to the U.S. when the Canal was sold to Panama.  Theirs was a society of 
authoritarian socialism, lived beneath the Canal Zone’s official motto: “The Land Divided, The 
World United.”  Close-knit, but wary of outsiders, they called themselves “Zonians.”  Upon 
returning to the United States en masse between 1978 and 1999, they experienced overwhelming 
nostalgia for the Canal Zone, declaring it a “utopia.” 
Using Thomas More’s Utopia as a gestalt for the utopian experience, this study compares 
the features of More’s Utopia with the Panama Canal Zone.  In particular, it examines the 
utopian gesture of dividing from the old to connect to the new, arguing that the image-schematic 
metaphor of dividing in order to connect is constitutive of Zonian culture at multiple semiotic 
levels, from the physical transformation of the earth, to the social construction of group identity 
to everyday practices involving intercultural relations. 
The author’s fieldwork within the Zonian community in the USA is intertwined with 
findings from cognitive linguistics and semiotics in order to interpret Zonian language and 
culture today, exploring the idea of dividing as connecting, from the way that division and 
connection formed the primary meaning of the Canal, to how these seemingly opposite forces are 
perpetually reinterpreted by one another until they are fused into a single construct.                  
As a result of researching the Zonian subset of American culture, the themes which 
emerge shed light on the implications of division as connection, findings which are pertinent to 
all who are enticed by Idealized Cognitive Models of 'utopia'. 
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1.  Finding the world’s shortcut; the first call: “Panama is a utopia” 
The rain was silver on the window the night I stared into the dark, into the cold, waiting for the 
phone to ring on the other end.  I had finished grading student papers, and a dog-eared stack of 
notebooks sat in a pile beside me.  Making the call from a pastoral corner of British Columbia, I 
was a long way from the tropics. Here at 4 o’clock, night was already falling around me and the 
frost settling over the winding two-lane highway and stretching fields of blueberry and hazelnut 
created a scene beloved, familiar, and far removed from the humid geography of inquiry: Florida 
and the Panama Canal Zone. 
Sandra answered the phone on the third ring.
 1  She told me she was just home from 
working.  Her schedule kept changing.  Didn’t have much time.  What did I need again?  She 
wouldn’t know yet if she had to work.  Not sure if she could talk much this week.  Yes she had 
some days off.  When I asked her about Panama, as in, could we talk about it together at greater 
length, and, could I interview her in person during an upcoming trip to Florida, she paused. 
Her voice was low.   “Did you say you were from the Canal Zone?” 
“Not me,” I explained,” but my family, yes.” 
“What was your family name again?” she asked. 
“Clement,” I said.   
“Ah.”  She said.  Recognition. “Well,” Sandra sounded more open, more relaxed, 
“Panama was the best place in the world to grow up.” 
“So did you, uh, were you born there?” I asked. 
                                                     
1
 Pseudonyms have been used to protect participant identities. All references can be found in Appendix A and will 
be referred to throughout this thesis by their numerical code and pseudonym as follows: (02.1-Sandra, Author 
Interview).   
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“Nope.  Moved there when I was five.  Might as well have been born and raised.  Right 
there in paradise.”  Another Pause.  When I didn’t reply, she sounded surprised, exclaiming “you 
haven’t been there?!” Then, chiding my ignorance, she repeated:   
“Well, anyone who’s lived there knows.  Your dad knows.  Panama was the best place in 
the world to grow up.  Panama was a utopia.” 
Sandra’s comment was the first I had heard the Canal Zone called “a utopia.” For years, 
however, I had wondered about the idealized perfection of the Canal Zone and the link to the 
Canal.  I questioned the significance of the great brass seal of Panama, with its motto fixed in my 
mind “the land divided, the world united.” The thematic weight of the motto is expressed in my 
own words in the title of this paper.  
So often I had seen the image of this seal whenever Panama—meaning the Canal Zone—
was being lauded as “paradise,” “home forever,” or “the best place in the world.”  Why was it so 
important? In montages of images put together by Canal Zone citizens now living stateside, the 
seal seemed to represent a private knowledge; it was a symbol conveying a message that rang 
with finality.  While I interpreted the accompanying verbiage as nostalgic, I wasn’t sure I 
understood what the seal and its logo really meant to those who promoted it.  Now here at the 
beginning of the journey, the “Canal Zone was a utopia” statement resurrected these latent 
questions.  I had learned that Zonians claimed to be different from the rest, to be special.  I 
gathered that if you were Zonian you were unquestionably accepted by other Zonians; if and 
only if.  Was there a correlation between the phrase “dividing to connect,” embossed on the seal, 
and the “utopia” that Sandra declared? 
As I dug for answers, I found that the Canal Zone was indeed a kind of utopia, which had 
an uncanny resemblance to philosopher and Utopia author Thomas More’s original vision. By 
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looking at the meaning of the Canal, I was astonished to find that the Zonians were an embodied 
expression of the Canal meaning that was internally consistent, right down to their single-minded 
obsession with the Canal Zone and the pervasive sense of longing which they exhibit to the 
world.  Using methods of ethnographic observation, semiotic interpretation and cognitive 
semantic analysis, “dividing to connect,” became a gateway through which the nostalgia, 
exclusivity, despair and the sense of greatness held by the Zonian-away-from-the-Canal-Zone 
began to cohere.  
1.1. Thesis question 
 In the Panama Canal Zone, many of the characteristic traits, from the appearance of the homes 
to the building of the canal, were so like More’s Utopia that both at the material level and at the 
poetic level, it is evident that the Canal Zone was a kind of utopia (Knapp 1984; Missal 2009; 
02.2-Sandra, 07.1-Charlie, 05.1-Bonnie, Author Interviews).  But what does that mean?   
Comparing the features of the Canal Zone to More’s original vision, this work explores 
how the Zonian community in North America maintains its identity through connecting and 
dividing. 
Taking a close look at this “ideal place” and More’s Utopia, this work explores the 
language and culture of the American people who resided in the Canal Zone, showing through 
ethnographic methods how the utopian cognitive model functions within the community of 
people who maintain the culture of the Canal Zone even after years of having many years of 
having lived far away from the Canal. 
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1.2 Organization 
1.2.1 Structure 
This thesis takes the Idealized Cognitive Model of utopia and the image schematic metaphors of 
RESTRAINT REMOVAL, and PATH (Johnson 1987), and asks how they inform Canal Zone 
culture.  Beginning with a look at Thomas More’s Utopia, we explore utopia as it moves from 
the eternal poetic imagination to the concrete, incarnate location-in-time of the Panama Canal 
Zone. 
Chapter one introduces the reader to the ethnographic approach, my sampling methods 
used in the selection of interviewees, as well as the theory behind this research, and locates this 
project within the field of cognitive linguistics.   Chapter one also reviews pertinent literature and 
scholarship concerning conceptual metaphor, the Canal Zone, and utopia. 
Chapter two presents the utopian myth, and the image schema presented by Mark 
Johnson of RESTRAINT REMOVAL (Johnson 1987: 46-47).  Within the context of Mark 
Johnson’s discussion of schema in The Body in the Mind, it is important that we retain the idea 
that the schemata which were once proposed as mere scripts and familiar structures come out of 
perceptual interactions and bodily movements within our environment. Within this context, we 
can easily transition from the discussion of RESTRAINT REMOVAL as the movement of dirt 
from one place to another with a shovel so that water can flow (as in the building of the Panama 
Canal), to the social interpretation of such action as relational acts of division-begetting-
connection.  In this chapter the focus is on answering the question of how division became 
mapped onto the physical Panama Canal, and subsequently how that semiotic became a lasting 
part of Zonian culture.  
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Chapter three considers the connections being made, using the image schema of PATH, 
first within the idealized utopian model, and then among the Zonian community through 
language, ritual, and object.  In this chapter we also consider how the metaphor of dividing to 
connect is expressed within the target culture. 
Chapter four is a conclusion and summary of chapters 1-3, revisiting the conceptual 
semantics of utopia and “dividing to connect” and relating the discoveries back to linguistics and 
the strata of metaphor as it is expressed through culture, considering the way that metaphors 
build on one another even as they operate within the same space. Chapter four then assimilates 
all of this information by investigating the paradox of “dividing as connecting,” looking at 
conflicting elements of language and culture and asking in what sense does division mean 
connection within the Zonian community? 
1.2.2 Scope of the study 
This research is concerned with the current U.S.A.-dwelling Zonian, and how the utopian 
metaphor is expressed in their language and culture.  The study involves secondary and primary 
source material in the fields of cognitive linguistics, semiotics, history, and philosophy. The 
primary source material was gathered by way of my firsthand ethnographic approach. 
The parameters of the historical information include a discussion of the strategic location 
of Panama from the time of the conquistadors to the present day.  It establishes a timeline which 
identifies the recurrence of philosophical and social ideas which continue to surface in the 
culture of interest. 
The ethnographic portion of this research integrates data collected from telephone 
interviews, live interviews, cultural events, family home visits, general observation and textual 
and visual content analysis.  An outline of my interview questions can be found in Appendix B. 
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The telephone interviews took place during a six-month period beginning in April of 
2013 through August 2013.  The phone calls were made from Langley, British Columbia, and 
Vancouver, Washington to Florida, D.C., Louisiana and Georgia.  I logged approximately 7 
hours of telephone interviews, and 31 hours of live interviews.   
The live interviews took place in Vancouver, Washington; Seattle, Washington; and in 
Pinellas Park, Orlando, Niceville, Pensacola, and Port Charlotte, Florida; and Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana from June 1
st
-July 5
th
.  The live interviews and family home visits concluded with 
attendance at the biggest cultural event of the year, the Panama Canal Zone Society Reunion, 
held in Orlando on July 4
th
, 5
th
, and 6
th
, 2013.  
The linguistic and cognitive research involved reading in the field of cognitive linguistics 
and semiotics and the application of this research to the world of Canal Zone-related scholarship.  
The findings...that the Zonian’s Panama was a type of utopia, and that this cognitive metaphor 
explains many Zonian ritual behaviors...provide insight into the world of all who subscribe to a 
utopian ideal.    
1.3 Research philosophy 
1.3.1 Theory 
The ethnographic approach describes the method of research, while the theoretical framework is 
better understood through theories of cognitive linguistics and semiotics. 
1.3.1.1 Cognitive linguistics and semiotics 
An understanding basic to this thesis is that the human is the subject of language and that 
language is a system of signs which cohere within paradigms or concepts, which themselves then 
operate within metaphors.  The basic elements of these metaphors are subsequently ways in 
which we understand yet other metaphors, and the signs themselves interpret one another in what 
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Charles Sanders Pierce and later semioticians like Umberto Eco consider an infinite semiosis 
(Silverman 1983: 15). 
In terms of semiotics, the most basic elements, namely, the sign and the thing it signifies, 
have been put into different categories and terms by many scholars; but for the sake of this 
thesis, we use dyadic terms established by Saussure, relying at times upon Pierce’s labels to 
make sense of things which Saussure’s dyads do not account for.  
1.3.1.2 Defining conceptual metaphor 
Conceptual metaphor, in cognitive linguistics, is a way of understanding one idea in terms of 
another.  A source text for this thesis was Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) Metaphors We Live By.  
Lakoff and Johnson’s work helps us to understand that the metaphors within which language 
operates exist in the minds of speakers; that they occur in everyday language rather than special 
literature; and that they succeed in giving meaning to form and form to meaning, with endless 
capacity for novelty. 
Conceptual metaphors reveal a coherence and systematicity which in turn shed light on 
the overall metaphor within which speakers are operating when using certain expressions or 
behaving in a particular manner. In this thesis, the conceptual metaphors which emerge reveal 
features of the basic image schemas at work in the primary metaphors, and help to interpret other 
metaphors in relation to one another.  For example, when examining the traits of the Panama 
Canal, features of the Canal are highlighted to relate it schematically to both a CONTAINER and 
to a PATH.  Taking the image schema of CONTAINER, we find examples like “a ship is in the 
locks” vs.  PATH image schema, producing “container ships transiting through the Canal.” 
Hence from the emphasis of two different features of the Canal we can understand the object 
within the image schema of both CONTAINER and PATH.  Moving on to examine similar 
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expressions about the space around the Panama Canal, the same image schemas which help to 
interpret the Canal then work to interpret the Canal Zone.  We can understand the Panama Canal 
Zone as CONTAINER, e.g. ‘living in the Canal Zone;” which establishes a framework within 
which to introduce the idea of a more complex metaphor like “the Canal Zone was a utopia.”  
Aspects of the Canal Zone as a CONTAINER, of utopia as a CONTAINER, enable us to 
understand the idea of a CONTAINER as a PATH to a GOAL: the conditions of the Canal Zone 
lead to paradise/perfection (the PATH-SOURCE-GOAL schema superimposed on another 
CONTAINER, layering into yet another metaphor).  In this way metaphors inform each other 
even when paradox arises as a result of conflicting elements, like in the phrase “dividing to 
connect.”  Looking through the layers and ranks of metaphor, we are able to see how elements of 
conflict are brought together without argument, because they are simply highlighting the 
important primary attributes of two different metaphors coming into the same frame to express 
complex features about the meaning of what is being related. 
1.3.1.3 The utopian gestalt 
As mentioned above, the utopian concept is vital for this thesis, and so it has been important to 
develop a language of the standard or gestalt utopia with which to think about and relate new 
evidence back to.  In a world teeming with utopian themes which both predate and postdate 
Thomas More’s novel by name Utopia, I have found that More’s Utopia captures the elements of 
the utopian ideal in such a way as to provide the most apt gestalt. More has gathered together not 
only the elementary conditions of man’s latent dream of paradise, but he has proposed physical, 
social, and political dynamics with which to interpret this paradise.   
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1.3.2 Methodology 
1.3.2.1 The ethnographic approach  
The ethnographic method, a broadly-defined approach to qualitative research, is commonly 
undertaken in linguistic, semiotic, and social research because it engages the researcher with the 
target culture in such a way as to engender an understanding of the cultural context within which 
cultural data occur. Ethnographic writing involves participating with and observing the target 
community; taking notes, conducting interviews, and of course later analyses of the patterns and 
components one encounters.  
While we are continually learning that there is no such thing as objective participant 
observation, it must be noted that in my case the line between participant-observer and general 
participant was especially blurred.  Technically, as a non-Zonian, I was able to carry out my 
research within the role of an objective observer; in reality I was not a complete stranger to the 
culture nor the target group, since I was related to and familiar with several of the subjects who 
were members of the group.  Despite my immediate family’s estrangement from the Canal Zone 
growing up, the message communicated to the Zonian group because of my maiden name 
undoubtedly lent a more immediate access to conversations and participation in a world that 
would have likely been more difficult to penetrate. 
Aware of the special pass that was afforded me throughout the course of this fieldwork, I 
made known in every situation at the very outset the reason I was asking questions, and the 
specific purpose of my interviews, both formal and informal.   
1.3.2.2 Research phases 
This research was composed of three phases. In the first phase I conducted phone interviews and 
live interviews in the Pacific Northwest. I contacted people by email or telephone to interview 
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them or to schedule live interviews.  I followed a script, a draft of which is included in the 
appendices. 
For the second phase, I travelled to Florida, where I had prearranged home visits in order 
to conduct in-depth interviews with target Zonians and make written observations.  These travels 
culminated in the third phase of research: my attendance at the annual Canal Zone Reunion, 
where I continued to conduct interviews of various degree; participated in activities like 
swimming, eating together, and walking around the hotel; made observations and took field 
notes; engaged in casual conversations; and attended as many events put on by the Canal Zone 
Society Reunion Committee as time allowed, including a lecture by one of the Canal’s prominent 
Canal Pilots, and a Zonian party in the hotel ballroom that opened with the carnival-style 
entrance of Panamanian women in full national dress and a Panamanian band.   
Once I had completed these phases of research, I processed and wrote up all of the data I 
had collected. 
1.3.2.3 Sampling 
For my interviews I targeted people between age 55 and 68, born in the Canal Zone.  These were 
post-WWII Zonians who would have grown up in the shadow of the Canal’s greatness, those 
from whom the Canal Zone had been most directly “taken away” by the unrest in the 60’s and 
the subsequent Carter treaties, which put ownership of the Canal in Panamanian hands. 
One of the rules of the Canal Zone was that anyone living there must either be currently 
employed or a dependant of someone who was employed by the Canal Commission.  Because it 
was the expectation to return to the United States after one retired, it was the children of the 
retirees, recent graduates and students at the time of Carter’s leadership, who would have been 
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most affected by the change of ownership, since a significant number of them planned to work 
and live in the Canal Zone after school.  
A demographic description of interviewees reflecting this targeted group can be found in 
Appendix A, as well as a carefully anonymized list of their eponyms used in this paper. 
Encountering these people was considerably easy because the majority of stateside 
Zonians that I interacted with were people aged 50-80.  I didn’t even meet any younger Zonians 
until I arrived at the reunion.   
The difficult variable which I hadn’t predicted was finding willing interviewees of the 
right age who were born in the Canal Zone.  Initially, everyone who came forward was of the 
right age, but not born in the Canal Zone.   When I discovered this, I was simultaneously 
discovering the subtle social layers within the Canal Zone, valuing the distinction among 
Zonians.  So I decided to continue with these interviews, which turned out to be helpful in the 
long run.   
I began selecting people for interview based on referrals from two people I knew from 
the Canal Zone in my hometown of Vancouver, Washington.  When I was ready to branch out, I 
acted on the recommendation of a longtime family friend who was born and raised in the Canal 
Zone and maintains an active role in the Panama Canal Zone Society, by contacting the Area 
Reporters listed in the Canal Record.  These are the people who gather news from Zonians in 
their region (typically state-by-state), write it up and submit it for publishing.  It was my hope 
that the area reporters would be more sympathetic to my query and more willing to be 
interviewed, since they themselves were frequently involved in the process of interviewing and 
gathering information for publication in The Canal Record.  
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The sympathetic response was partially the case; out of 30 area reporters contacted there 
were 4 which responded affirmatively, who also qualified concerning the age range.  These four 
I first corresponded with by email and then by phone.  Since all four area reporters were willing 
to meet with me in person, I had enough to begin planning a trip.  Though I had hotels marked 
out, three times I was invited into the homes of these Zonians, and their hospitality was a 
remarkable kindness.   
While I was preparing for my trip to Florida, which would include live interviews with 
area reporters and culminate in attendance at the Panama Canal Zone Society Reunion, I was 
able to make additional contacts in the Pacific Northwest region and conduct several interviews 
with people who qualified according to my ideal demographic and were willing to talk with me 
about the Canal Zone, each one well aware of my project and the goal of the interview.   
I say that they were well aware, and this is the case for every in-depth interview which 
took place.  In each instance upon initial point of contact whether that was phone or email, I 
explained that I was writing a thesis about the culture of the Canal Zone, and I was hoping to 
learn from people who lived there more about it.  Specifically, I asked them: do I have your 
permission to use the information you give me in my thesis?  I explained that their private 
information would be carefully anonymized.  Though I did make some recordings, my preferred 
method of interviewing was to ask the questions from my script (with some adjustment for 
naturalness) and take longhand notes.   
As it turned out, though I spoke on the phone with several people who I also later 
interviewed, of 30 interviews there were only 2 people I spoke with exclusively by phone.  
The ratio of male and female interviewees was almost exactly 1:1.  The number of men 
and women I casually interviewed during the reunion was also a near-perfectly even split.  As 
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mentioned earlier in this section, while there were some interviewees who fell just outside the 
age range or who were not born in the Canal Zone, these helped to shed light on the overall 
picture.  Of my in-depth interviewees, 7 of the 30 were born in the Canal Zone and were older 
than my target age bracket.  Six were younger.   The remainders were all within my initially 
targeted age bracket of 55-68. 
As for casual interviews, I made a point of introducing my project at the very same time 
as introducing myself.  In the festive moment of the reunion, it wasn’t hard to get people to talk 
about the Canal Zone and anything else related to it.  People seemed eager to describe to me the 
paradise of their childhood lost.  
While I was at the Canal Zone reunion, I was willing to engage with any of the Zonians, 
adding their comments to the anecdotal section of my field notes and not counting these as 
interviews per se.   A sample from my field notes can be found in Appendix C, though the five 
pages included in this appendix are just a portion of the 30 plus pages of notes which resulted 
from transcribing my field notebook.  Those who were willing and who were in the proper age 
bracket, especially those I came to call “Legacy Zonians,” I did seek out with a bit more interest 
in hopes of understanding the strata of Zonian society.  One of my findings, interestingly enough, 
was that the more of a Legacy Zonian someone was, the more taciturn, and the less likely they 
were to emote at length and express bald nostalgia.  It would seem the Legacy set held to a form 
of stoicism inaccessible (or unimportant?) to newcomers.   
1.4 Literature review 
The greatest influences upon this work come from the field of cognitive linguistics and 
from the historical perspectives of contemporary Latin America scholars.  To my knowledge, 
there have been no overt ethnographies done of the Canal Zone culture in the United States nor 
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have I stumbled upon any work linguistic in nature which deals with the metaphors at the 
Panama Canal, though plentiful and current work abounds which interprets the Canal Zone 
through a social and political metaphor, touching here and there on the semiotic.  Hence I divide 
my discussion of relevant literature into various categories in order to bring the reader’s attention 
to the information streaming in from various disciplines to inform this ethnography. 
1.4.1 Linguistics  
Since the 1970’s cognitive linguist George Lakoff has been a major figure in the development of 
cognitive linguistic theory, conceptual metaphor, metonymy and the development of Idealized 
Cognitive Models. His study of categories in Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things and later 
Metaphors We Live By and Philosophy in the Flesh with Mark Johnson shaped ideas about 
conceptual metaphor and cognitive linguistics, including an understanding of experiential 
gestalts (derived from contemporaries Charles Fillmore, Terry Winograd, and Roger Schank).  
Together they coined the term Image Schemas, which Johnson defines: 
An image schema is a recurring dynamic pattern of our perceptual 
interactions and motor programs that gives coherence and structure to 
our experience. … ‘Experience’ … is to be understood in a very rich, 
broad sense as including basic perceptual, motor-program, emotional, 
historical, social and linguistic dimensions (Johnson 1987: xiv, xvi). 
 
Some examples of conceptual metaphors which partially structure our everyday concepts, 
reflected in our literal language from Metaphors We Live By are: 
 Love is war 
 Wealth is a hidden object 
 Understanding is seeing 
 Life is a container 
 Emotional effect is physical contact (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 50-51) 
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This last metaphor, which describes a link between physical and emotional experience, 
has been explored in greater detail through studies like that Citron and Goldberg (2014), and of 
Perkins, Rotman, and Lee (2013). 
This focus by the early cognitive linguists on meaning as primary to language (over form) 
comes out of the older work of Edward Sapir, Benjamin Whorf, and others in the same tradition 
who laid the groundwork for Johnson and Lakoff’s theories of embodied cognition, Fillmore’s 
Frame Semantics, as well as the work of Ronald Langacker, Leonard Talmy, and Wallace Chafe.   
Mark Johnson (2007), building on the works of philosophers Kant and Dewey, presses further 
into embodied cognition in his work The Meaning of the Body.  Johnson argues in this work that 
the mind is completely embodied and that thought is largely unconscious.  Johnson brings into 
his argument meditations traditionally relegated to aesthetics and philosophy, explaining the 
prevailing appeal over the years of the disembodied mind, relegating the body to a lower, earthly, 
impure state. “Much of what they hold dear is at stake--their view of mind, meaning, thought, 
knowledge, science, morality, religion and politics.  That is why it is not easy to work out the 
details of an alternative view in a way that is existentially satisfying to most people (Johnson 
2007: 15).” 
In addition to working out in greater detail an embodied theory of cognition, Johnson 
builds on what has already been done in the realm of image schemas and Idealized Cognitive 
Models, arguing that not only is meaning deeply rooted in bodily experience by that it is an 
interconnected, intersubjective sharing: 
My second point has been that from the very beginning of human life, we acquire a 
burgeoning understanding of our world intersubjectively.  We are not solitary, 
autonomous creatures who individually and singly construct models of our world in our 
head.  On the contrary, we learn about our world in and through others.  We inhabit a 
shared world, and we share meaning from the start, even if we are completely unaware of 
it while we are infants.  In other words, body-based intersubjectivity--our being with 
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others via bodily expression, gesture, imitation, and interaction--is constitutive of our 
very identity from our earliest days, and it is the birthplace of meaning (2007: 51). 
 
One aspect of the work of Lakoff and Johnson that has been challenged by other linguists 
is the idea of dead metaphors; the proposition that a metaphor is so far removed from its usage 
that speakers have simply forgotten the metaphor.   
Raymond Gibbs points out that creativity in the usage of metaphors by new generations 
of speakers reveals that speakers have not forgotton the original metaphors.  Gibbs demonstrates 
that metaphors are not dead but living, as the accrued meaning of words continue to function 
according to underlying metaphors.  Raymond Gibbs’ work suggests that metaphor ought not to 
be relegated to pragmatics, where it retains the impression of language as ‘ornamental,’ but 
argues: 
...Metaphor does not just help us see things in new ways.  Metaphor constitutes much of 
our experience and constrains the way we think and speak of our ordinary lives.  Many 
linguists, philosophers, literary theorists, and psychologists miss this important point 
because they fail to acknowledge the systematic conceptual underpinnings of the vast 
number of linguistic expressions that are metaphorical and creative.  What is frequently 
seen as a creative expression of some idea is often only a spectacular instantiation of 
specific metaphorical entailments arising from a small set of conceptual metaphors 
shared by many individuals within a culture.  Some of these entailments are products of 
highly divergent, flexible thinking. But the very existence of these entailments of 
concepts is motivated by underlying metaphorical schemes of thought that constrain, 
even define, the ways we think, reason and imagine (Gibbs 1994: 14). 
 
Gibbs’ work is complementary to developments in cognitive linguistics concerning the 
way we think about metaphor and metonymy, developments by Gilles Fauconnier and Mark 
Turner (2006) who introduced the theory of conceptual blending, explaining more elegantly 
many of the concepts within Fillmore’s frame semantics and Lakoff’s embodied mind, including 
addressing the problem of paradoxes which arose within certain Lakoffian propositions.  The 
studies of conceptual mappings and conceptual blending by Fauconnier and Turner added many 
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dimensions to our understanding of the way metaphor works, layering the existing ideas about 
conceptual mappings with far richer nuances and complex factors.  These include: 
 Integration networks 
 Cobbling and sculpting 
 Compression 
 Inference 
 Emergent structure 
 Various species of conceptual integration (Fauconnier & Turner 2006: 8) 
 
Most notably Fauconnier and Turner’s work illuminates the incredible complexity of the 
cognitive mind and its capacity for metaphorical strategies.  As they write it in their essay 
Rethinking Metaphor, “What were previously regarded as separate phenomena and even separate 
mental operations—counterfactuals, framings, categorizations, metonymies, metaphors, etc.—
are consequences of the same basic human ability for doublescope blending. More specifically, 
these phenomena are all the product of integration networks under the same general principles 
and overarching goals. They are separable neither in theory nor in practice: the majority of cases 
involve more than one kind of integration” (Fauconnier & Turner 2006: 3). 
1.4.2 Ethnography 
Ethnographic textbook Doing Ethnography by Giampietro Gobo (2008) defines the history and 
current parameters of the ethnographic approach.  Gobo incorporates work by James Spradley 
(1970), who initially defined many of the methods for the budding ethnographic approach.  Some 
of Spradley’s language has become outdated, but his methods still function to provide an 
ethnographic point of view of the target culture, as can be seen in the work of older 
ethnographers like Dan Rose (1989). 
Messages, Signs, and Meanings by Marcel Danesi (2004), is an overview of semiotics 
which, along with Kaja Silverman’s (1986) survey The Subject of Semiotics orients the reader to 
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the progression and development of the field of Semiotics and the relationship between cognitive 
linguistics and Semiotics.   
Writing the New Ethnography by Henry Goodall, Jr. (2000) was a new addition to the 
methodologies of the ethnographic approach and a constant companion for its numerous 
examples of good ethnographic writing and exercises proposed to help the ethnographer develop 
his or her style and voice. 
E.E. Evans-Pritchard’s (1940) ethnography The Nuer, is a standard in the field, 
demonstrating the way in which complex linguistic and cultural information can be presented 
within the holistic frame of culture.  More recently, Erik Mueggler (2001) in Age of Wild Ghosts 
provided examples of excellent ethnographic research and writing which increasingly interprets 
the conceptual metaphors and Idealized Cognitive Models of the target group in ways that 
demonstrate how an ethnographic approach can serve to contextualize linguistic data.  
Mueggler’s ethnography is also a poetic and compassionate account, the beauty of which serves 
to connect the reader to the subject in an emotional and contemplative manner.   
Scholars who incorporated the auto-ethnographic approach include JoAnn D’Alisera’s 
(2013) An Imagined Geography; Sierra Leonean Muslims in America and Dan Rose’s (1989) 
Patterns in American Culture   D’Alisera’s work was especially pertinent when it came to 
showing the sense of estrangement, longing, and suffering that can accompany a group of people 
who are united by a place from which they are absent, even in the case of the Zonian who has 
returned to the country of their citizenship.   
Picking up on phenomenology with Gaston Bachelard (1994) in Poetics of Space, 
Anthony Kenny (2012) in History of Western Philosophy and John Deely (2001) in Four Ages of 
Understanding; The First Post-Modern Survey of Philosophy From Ancient Times to the Turn of 
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the Twenty-First Century provide a thorough survey of not only phenomenology but the 
philosophies behind current western thought, contextualizing More and his utopia within the 
frame of philosophies and ideas as a student of Erasmus and one of the first Christian humanists. 
Additional to contextualizing Thomas More within the thinkers of his day, the work of 
Lyman Tower Sargent (1988), Lucy Sargisson, Charles Fourier (1971), and John Carey (1999) in  
Faber Book of Utopias provided context and history for the myth of utopia itself, and its 
development throughout history.  Sargent is a leading scholar in the field of Utopian Studies, and 
his ongoing research is crucial to our developing understanding of the timeless popularity and 
appeal of the utopian myth.  
Those whose research spanned fields of literary criticism, social critique, history, and 
linguistics on topics pertinent to this thesis include Susan Stewart (1993) in On Longing; 
Marshall McLuhan (1995) in numerous works but especially The Medium is the Message; and 
Vivian Sobchack, Anne Massey, and Mike Hammond (1999) in Anatomy of a Blockbuster.  
McLuhan, as well as the Anatomy contributors explore the displays of meaning in movies like 
Titanic.  These prescient critiques show how the social aspect of interpretation as described in 
the work of Raymond Gibbs (and others) is inseparable from the individual experience of the 
phenomena. 
1.4.3 History 
David McCullough’s (1977) work is a recognized authority and incredibly thorough guide to all 
things Panama Canal, spanning the events of the Panama Canal from prehistory to its opening in 
1914 in Path Between the Seas.  Where McCullough’s volume stands aloof to some of the 
messier issues of class and race, Julie Greene’s (2009) The Canal Builders; Making America’s 
Empire at the Panama Canal brings to light direct evidence from the workers involved in the 
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building of the Canal who may have previously received less attention by histories like 
McCullough’s.  Michael Coniff’s (1985) Black Labor on a White Canal is a straightforward 
account which specifically targets the issue of race relations, politics, and labor conditions 
before, during, and after the building of the Canal.  Keller Ulrich’s (1984) book of images 
envisions the majesty of the Canal project in pictures and the way it captured the human 
imagination with its sheer size and grandeur. 
1.4.4 Panama writers 
Early published writing about Panama was the privilege of mostly upper-class whites.  These 
early twentieth-century thinkers who were writing about the Canal include Mary Chatfield 
(1908), Vaughan Cornish (1913) and Farnham Bishop (1918).
2
  Because so much of what was 
written to fill in the picture of canal building until the latter part of the 21st century, these 
writings are more useful when juxtaposed with more recent essays to come out from voices once 
lost, like Rhonda D. Frederick (2005) in Colon Man A Come and Brown’s (1960) poetry 
collection Bahamas in Poetry and Prose. 
Together the very different styles of writing from the West Indian poet to the upper-class 
white descriptions of the jungles of Panama fill in the picture of the very cultural gaps which 
were present at the Canal itself, and the way the dominant narrative came to dictate the overall 
picture of the project for the general American public. 
The University of Florida Gainesville digital collection and blog is a resource for all 
things related to material culture in the Canal Zone.  Having taken over the small Canal Zone 
museum, the University has gone leaps and bounds beyond the original capacity of the little 
museum.  Their work to document each public record, published word, photograph, object and 
                                                     
2
 Chatfield wrote in 1908, Bishop in 1913 and Cornish in 1918, which implies that their writing would reflect the 
times during which the Canal Zone was in formation. 
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interview is very thorough and maintains the dignity of Zonian culture throughout.  Not only 
have they presented Zonian culture in an online, searchable format with digitized copies of 
thousands of thousands of yearbooks, magazines, newspapers, and interviews, but they maintain 
a current connection to the Zonian community through their blog which invites viewers to 
comment and interact with the postings. 
Finally, it is worthwhile to mention the writings of the Zonians themselves.  The Zonians 
are a most prolific people, with self-published memoirs abounding as well as to-date monthly 
publications of their goings on and related news.  Besides these housekeeping-type publications 
(private web pages and The Canal Record), works like Union Church of the Canal Zone, and 
Write of Passage document the stories, post-Panama-transfer, of Zonian lives and experiences in 
Panama.  Web pages include montages-of-images-put-to-song in YouTube videos by Shorty and 
Slim and Joe Finneman; monologues and editorials of life in Panama (like those by Blair Bates); 
and the bytes of information and images found on Canal Zone home pages, blogs, and websites 
like gozonian.org, czbrats.com, pancanalsociety.com, and panamaviejo.org. 
1.5 Background 
1.5.1 The Canal Zone American 
The Americans who lived and worked in the Canal Zone referred to themselves as “Zonians.”  
They find their place in the world as companions to this great piece of Panama and the United 
States’ history.  Their Canal is a household name.  The responsibility of their role was not just to 
neighbor, country, and society, but to the greater audience of the world.  They were keepers of 
the peace and succors to unity.  Established for the express purpose of the Canal, their Zone’s 
history was written even as The Zone came to be, and the workers who came to make the Canal 
were written into that part of the history.   
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Unlike Panama, which would go from the completion of the Canal to subsequent stages 
of nationhood with future hopes and possibilities, the American Canal Zone’s narrative ended 
sharply when the Carter treaties became effective at the end of 1999, transferring the Canal to 
Panamanian ownership.  The early narrative peak of the Canal Zone and abrupt dissolve meant 
for a long denouement, leaving the conclusion perpetually dissatisfying to most residents.  
The Canal Zone, formed in 1904 to create a sustainable society for the work force that 
would help keep the Canal running, was ended 95 years later (McCullough 1977; Greene 2009).  
Several generations had been born and raised in the Zone.  Theirs was the belief that this 
American enclave called the Panama Canal Zone (sometimes shortened to “Canal Zone” or 
simply “the Zone,” by many Zonians I interviewed) would last along the banks of the neutral 
Canal “in perpetuity” (Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty 1904).  So while it was common and even 
desirable to leave the Zone for various reasons upon coming of age, the mandate that everyone 
had to leave permanently was to most an event of tragedy (21.1-Robert, Author Interview).  
Donoghue, in Borderland on the Isthmus, notes that the upheaval really began in 1965, when 
negotiations were started by then-president Johnson concerning the Canal and Canal Zone 
(2014).  One of the first changes Johnson made was to cut the Zonians’ tropical differential pay 
from 25 to 15 percent. As negotiations continued, the Zonians were further shocked when 
Panama leader Omar Torrijos declared everyone born in the Canal Zone to be a Panamanian 
citizen (2014: 87).  “”We were all screwed up there for awhile,” a Zonian recollected.  “I mean, 
we all knew we were Americans, but this law seemed to say we were also Panamanians, which 
went against everything we had been taught since we were babies.  I thought it was kind of cool 
to be a citizen of both countries, but if you admitted that to the older Zonies, they’d think you 
were Benedict Arnold”” (2014: 88). 
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Throughout this time of turmoil, the Canal Zone was increasingly a kind of elephant in 
the room of US politics, as colonization was losing steam and becoming more and more 
unpopular.  The deterioration of confidence in the government was accompanied by what many 
Zonians felt was the deterioration of the traditional family and the moral values which had 
always been upheld on the Zone, marked by drug use and long hair among the youth, and other 
deviant behavior. Because this unrest was directly stemming from the government’s negotiations 
concerning the Zone, “Zonians felt starkly isolated [by the Carter treaties] as their own 
government appeared to be moving against them” (2014: 88).  In the words of one of 
Donoghue’s interviewees concerning the change of ownership of the Canal and the social 
climate in the Canal Zone in the late 1970’s, “People were very depressed and bitter, especially 
with Jimmy Carter” (Donoghue 2014: 89). 
The citizens, of course, did not themselves dissolve, and returned to the United States in 
staggered waves between the 80’s and 90’s.  Their path, no longer dictated by a unity of purpose 
and history, became one of individual course and decision.   After the Panama Canal went back 
to Panama, the disappearance of the Zonians’ raison d’être left their future shrouded in 
uncertainty.  Upon returning to the contiguous United States, many Zonians suffered depression 
as a result of the termination of their homeland.  They continued to reinforce their bond through 
reunions and publications, but the common lament is that “we are a dying breed,” and that sense 
of loss undergirds much of Zonian culture (28.1-Joan, 02.2-Sandra, 01.1-Daniel, Author 
Interviews). 
Add to their bereavement an overall lack of reception from the United States, and the 
situation becomes culturally yet more complicated.  Zonians are not celebrated by anyone else in 
the way they celebrate themselves; the empire-building which was already unpopular in Canal-
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building days has come to be seen as downright atrocious; and in the eyes of many a lay historian 
the Zonians are little more than spoiled, entitled children, pining for a place that wasn’t rightly 
theirs.
3
  Though much good has been done on the part of the University of Florida toward 
promoting and celebrating the U.S.’ legacy at the Panama Canal, there is still an air of 
exclusivity and preference for insiders which surrounds the Zonian. 
As for the Panama Canal, it is considered one of the great engineering feats of the 
modern world.  Built by people from many different backgrounds under the direction of the 
American government, the Panama Canal was officially completed on January 7th, 1914.  The 
route across Panama saves seafaring vessels anywhere from 3,000-7,787 nautical miles 
depending on their route of travel, and, as the locks are widened and modernized, continues to be 
touted as a majestic addendum to the wheel of commerce. 
1.5.2 Zonians today 
There are two primary locations where you can find Zonians gathered today.  One is incarnate, 
one is poetic/imaginary.  
Materially, the Zonians gather in periodic reunions all over the United States, but 
especially during the summer at the big annual reunion in Orlando.  This reunion is a three-day 
event held at a vacation resort which strives to recreate the basic components of the Canal Zone 
including the clubhouse, the market, the pool, the party and the classroom.  The reunion also 
hosts a museum room, which recollects by way of object and icon the details of the old Canal 
Zone and the Panama Canal.   
                                                     
3
 Zonians humorously refer to themselves as “Canal Zone Brats” especially throughout the media found at 
czbrats.org.  On one page, “One Definition of a CZ Brat,” the author writes with overt mirth that in spite of hefty 
weekly allowances, attentive maids, and an absence of chores for young people to do, we must remember that young 
Zonians “are but the victims of such circumstances.” The conclusion of the matter is that they are all outstanding 
young cosmopolitans whereby they avoid the “bedeviling provincialism” which plagues others in our one world.  
You can read more about the Canal Zone “brats” here: http://www.czbrats.com/Fun/definition.htm 
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The second gathering is the immaterial or poetic reunion.  This reunion is unofficial, 
unscheduled, with no predictable beginning or end; it involves web interaction (reading, writing, 
commenting); posting videos on YouTube; subscription to a magazine called the Canal Record, 
which publishes the details of Zonian lives throughout the United States; interaction with the 
plethora of published writing put out by Zonians; and attending the digital museum, including 
comments and responses on the interactive blog, curated by the museum at the University of 
Florida at Gainesville.
4
  One blogger says living in the Canal Zone was “as close to living in 
Utopia as [she has] ever been,” and refers to the photos and information available online as a 
“virtual home” for Zonians (Hirons 1999). 
In the first gathering, the reunion, the Zonians work to recreate the common material 
elements of life in the Canal Zone: abundance, leisure, camaraderie, safety, and a sense of 
official importance.  In the second gathering, the Zonian approaches the true utopia for which 
they are longing, reaching through the present toward the immaterial for a reiteration of the 
intangible, ungraspable place of the ideal.  They reach for the world as they imagine it should be; 
and the select instances that imagination dictates to memory.  In the words of Susan Stewart, this 
immaterial gathering in the written word and in the World Wide Web is the implacable nostalgia, 
or “desire for desire;” a yearning which cannot be satisfied, because it cancels out every iteration 
but the next (Stewart 1992: 23). 
In 2012, the University of Florida took over the responsibility of the Canal Zone museum 
from the previous collection in Seminole, Florida, which was run by volunteers associated with 
the Panama Canal Society Foundation.  To date, UF is still in the process of documenting all of 
the memorabilia which they receive from Zonians’ collections.  They have digitized thousands of 
                                                     
4
 Some examples of Zonian memoirs by Zonians who attended the 2013 reunion are: Write of Passage, Union 
Church of the Canal Zone, Canal Zone Townsites, My Paradise Lost, & Canal Zone Daughter.  The Canal Zone 
Museum Collection can be viewed at: http://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcmc/index.aspx 
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photographs, Zonian publications (yearbooks, Zonian newspapers, etc.), objects, and interviews.  
The UF collection serves to provide the Zonian community with an exceptional digital resource 
by which to remember and relive details pertaining to the Canal Zone. 
1.5.3 Author’s interest 
In my childhood home, Panama was a topic of special reverence. When the Panama placemats 
were set before us, the pictures were narrated defiantly as if to an invisible critic:  These are the 
Gatun Locks. These are the gates.  This is the Chagres River.  That lady is wearing a pollera.  
You see this building here?  That’s the administration building.  Your grandfather walked down 
those steps on his hands! 
My forefathers were held up as exemplars of humanity: brave, strong, and good.  Their 
severity in certain matters was regarded as being a necessary part of their time, and in many 
ways, it was.  As for relating to Panama, there was no experience which could be compared to 
Panama.  The Canal Zone was utterly set apart from the present day.  Any similar experience 
was nothing like Panama, and immediately dismissed. Things were not real unless they had 
occurred in the Canal Zone.  Activities common in the Canal Zone were the most important 
activities; they were required for a model life. 
Being from “Panama” (meaning the Canal Zone) gave one superior knowledge, superior 
strength, a superior upbringing, and a superior view of the world.  I can’t remember how many 
times I heard growing up and have now heard in the presence of other Zonians something to the 
tune of “there is no place in the world like Panama.”  Panama shone out from the grainy reality 
of the present as a faraway, perfect dream, like the utopia to which its citizens ascribe its 
definition. The primacy and superior status of utopia was also a given at the Panama Canal 
simply because of the feat of engineering which the Canal represented.  As Donoghue notes in 
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his introduction, the Canal granted Americans a symbol of superiority, of national greatness, 
explaining that “the Canal held a symbolic primacy in the minds of many Americans as a mark 
of their technological and national superiority” (2014: 1). 
1.6 Potential contribution 
I began this ethnography as a way to understand that strange dream, my father, and in particular, 
the paradox of how his stories of perfect paradise were accompanied at times by an expression of 
anger and despair .  One thing I found particularly confusing as a youth was the fact that no one I 
knew from the Canal Zone spoke any Spanish! How could this be? I wondered, and later, just 
why? 
What I found along the way is that the utopian values central to Zonian culture are 
intertwined with tensions and contradictions, like the paradoxical motto which I summarized as 
“dividing to connect.”  I discovered the definition of utopia, began to understand utopia as a 
metaphor which served to perpetually express nostalgia for good times and a longing for that 
which stands outside of time, perfect and superior.   
This body of work, identifying the utopian dream at the Panama Canal, will join other 
ethnographies and narrative criticisms as commentary on the utopian narrative, and the presence 
of the utopian ideal within western culture.  
The research reveals that separating an “us” from “them” lies at the heart of any utopia, 
and this gesture is profoundly physically expressed in the creation of the Panama Canal, and 
subsequently embodied in the society of those for whom the Canal was their entire work and 
purpose.  
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1.7 Conclusion 
From a phone call which connected me to my first encounter with a Zonian, I was brought face-
to face with the overwhelming presence of the Idealized Cognitive Model of utopia as a 
prevalent theme within the culture of the Canal Zone American, a.k.a. Zonian.  This theme was 
intertwined with the interpreted meaning of the Canal “dividing to connect,” eliciting questions 
about the conceptual metaphors and gestalts at work within this subculture of Americans.  
Drawing on theories of embodied cognition and rich historical and personal accounts of 
life in the Panama Canal Zone, I use the ethnographic method to explore the idea that Panama 
was a kind of utopia, examining in detail the relationship between dividing and connecting and 
the utopias that form around these concepts.  
2 Analyzing the metaphor of the canal as a divide 
2.1 Origin of the division metaphor and the official seal of the Canal Zone 
The phrase within the title of Chapter 2, “Canal as Divide,” refers to the act which gives life to 
the classic utopia of comparison throughout this paper: the act of division.  This gesture was 
originally expressed in More Utopia by the digging of a canal to separate the island of Utopia 
from the rest of the continent.  As we shall see in further detail throughout Chapter 2, division or 
separation from the rest is a major theme in any utopian model. This idea of division or 
separation is associated with the image schema RESTRAINT REMOVAL (Johnson 1987: 46-47) 
because, as illustrated by the utopian and Panama Canals, it is the REMOVAL of dirt or debris 
from a certain area so that water can flow freely where it was once impeded or blocked.  This 
schema then gives way to the idea of separating or dividing as a secondary result of RESTRAINT 
REMOVAL. 
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In Chapter 1, I referenced the repeated appearance of the official seal of the Panama 
Canal Zone within Zonian culture and acts of memory, often carrying with it the idiomatic sense 
of a ‘stamp of approval’ and seeming to bear a silent authority.  One appearance of the seal is at 
the end of an interview with Zonian Blair Bates.  This interview, filmed by August Sigur at the 
2008 Panama Canal Zone reunion in Florida, was originally recorded for the purpose of making 
a documentary film about Zonians and their lives in Panama.  Bates, someone who grew up in 
Panama but now lives in California, reminisces about his time in Panama and the importance it 
still has to him.  At the conclusion of the interview, the camera zeroes in on a tattoo of the 
official seal of the Canal Zone (presumably on his own arm) with the words legible: “the land 
divided, the world united” (Bates 2009). 
Another example is taken from a music video from a band composed of two Zonians who 
call their group Shorty and Slim.  Shorty and Slim (1995) were introduced to me by one of my 
first Zonian interviewees, and their videos also appear on Zonian blogs, like czbrats.com.  The 
song which I was first introduced to is called “You Would Understand,” and the video is a 
montage of images of objects, signs, people, and places in the Panama Canal Zone, like plates of 
food, pyramids of beer cans, football teams in uniform, and even mosquitoes and snakes.  The 
lyrics of the verses shout the names of these things simultaneous to the images appearing on-
screen, culminating in the chorus if you knew what I know/ you would understand/ hey Mon! hey 
Mon! hey Mon!/ I’m a Zonian.  At the end of this series of images, there are three slides: first the 
official seal morphs through its various forms (paper seal, stamp, embossed brass seal) next to 
the words “Canal Zone Forever;” then a quote by one K. Petroni is highlighted against a 
photograph of ships at night: “…the Panama Canal, it was everything life was supposed to be.  It 
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was, absolute paradise!” and finally, a black-and-white version of the official seal completes the 
last image in the video (Bates, 2011). 
Like the particular language of the video mentioned here, the Zonian in America adheres 
to a particular set of signs and symbols in order to organize his world according to the memory 
of life in the Canal Zone.  The codes for what each object and image means are taken directly 
from life in the Canal Zone, so in order to understand, you really do have to be a Zonian.  There 
is a cultural language of Zonians which is not readily available to the onlooker, even though 
other features of the Zonian subculture render them indistinct from Americans of similar 
demographic. 
One of the most remarkable features I began to notice as an outsider was the verbatim 
repetition of certain words and phrases used when talking about the Canal Zone.  This isn’t 
surprising, considering that the general concept of image schemas is based on familiar scripts 
which contextualize shared experiences (Johnson 1987: 19).  But if we move toward non-
propositional schemata, like Kant’s original idea that schemas were structures of imagination 
that “connect concepts with percepts,” we find these seemingly rote scripts key pieces within a 
flexible, embodied metaphor within the semiosphere which have personal and creative elements 
(Johnson 1987: 21). 
Themes of safety and security were brought into every single interview.  Mention of 
movies, clubs, school, sports, the rain, of the close-knit community, of activities like swimming 
and paddling canoe were all communicated with an air of remove.  The more I interviewed, the 
more I sensed that there was a hard-bound volume of Panama stories which held the archives of 
the Zonians’ language and all their points of reference, and it was Panama—the Panama Canal 
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Zone itself—which was that tome of stories.  No longer is it perceived as an active archive, but 
one sealed shut.  And the elements used to tell the stories (the words, the pictures, the objects, the 
voices and gestures and ways of dressing, drinking, and eating) are all a part of the story 
themselves.  This is congruent with the theme of Marshall McLuhan’s famous phrase: “the 
medium is the message” (1964). 
In the melee of information which roared toward me as I went about this research, a 
unifying theme continued to emerge: the Canal Zone was a utopia, and the citizens could tell you 
why.  Within this theme of utopia, the symbol of the great brass seal of the Canal haunted both 
informal and formal gatherings; present in homes and in the assembly; tattooed onto arms and 
embossed onto formalized records of rewards received by Zonian ancestors. Because the seal 
was such a constant, non-verbal, unexplained point of reference, I began to explore the meaning 
and the significance behind it. Perhaps the Zonians could tell you why it was a utopia, but I also 
wanted to know the reasons for myself, to find the pattern within their overall culture even 
removed from the Canal Zone. 
I soon discovered the prominence of the seal.  The picture at the beginning of this section 
is of the brass seal owned by my parents and hanging on their living-room wall.  Prior to this 
research, I had no idea how prevalent a sign the seal was.  Nor did I realize that it was 
emblematic of the connecting and the dividing not only of the Canal Zone but of utopia itself. 
The seal, which was designed to communicate the meaning of the Canal, was once used 
by Canal authorities for all official Canal business.  Now the seal has become obsolete in the 
official sense, yet for the Zonian it retains the authority once held by the Canal Zone 
government.  It summarizes the meaning of the Canal as it came to be known through the phrase: 
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“the land divided, the world united.”  Though it initially appears that the phrase “dividing to 
connect” is an inherent paradox which must simply be accepted at the Panama Canal, upon 
closer inspection it seems that this phrase actually brings into one thought salient features of two 
completely different metaphors.  These metaphors are that of the Canal as a division, and the 
metaphor of the Canal as a connection.  
Throughout his book Women, Fire and Dangerous Things cognitive linguist George 
Lakoff (1987) explains how we can, in language, have seemingly contradictory metaphorical 
expressions.  Using an example I have observed in every day speech, this could be why we have 
the expressions in English of both ‘drink up’ and ‘drink [it] down.’  In one metaphor it seems 
that the bottom of the cup being raised is in focus; in the next, the movement of the liquid ‘down’ 
the body is in focus.  
In the case of the official seal, by bringing these two opposites together into one phrase, 
the seal blends two very important metaphors which communicated to the world the meaning of 
the Panama Canal and subsequent Zone. 
Because the seal connotes authority, communicates the key aspects of division and 
connection found in utopian environments, and symbolically expresses the central meaning of 
the Canal it is the perfect vehicle for the perpetual expression of Zonianism.  At its heart, the seal 
rests upon the authority it once commanded.  This authority stemmed directly from 
accomplishing the feat of the Canal, an authority acceded to a country at the zenith of its 
greatness (the U.S.A.) and by extension the citizens of that country.  So the seal, with its several 
symbols, bears the authority of authenticity but marks the Zonian birthright as well.  Both the 
Zonian and More’s utopian citizens operate within a continuum which renders them alternately 
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lucky or deserving of the greatness of what has been achieved.  I gleaned this disposition from 
the interviews which took place with Zonians, as well as within the pages of collected memoirs 
like Write of Passage and Union Church of the Canal Zone.  In many of these interviews and 
narratives, the Zonians refer to themselves both as lucky and as heirs of the birthright of having 
been raised in the Panama Canal Zone (01.2-Daniel, 14.1-Gerald, 15.1-Gladys, 11.1-Ralph, 10.1-
Craig, Author Interviews). In the case of the Utopian from classic literature, this continuum is 
expressed through the description of their society as one which has overcome pride (More 2001: 
133).  Yet the island is inhabited by citizens whose very Poet Laureate declares Utopia “the 
best:” 
Called once “No-place” because I stood apart. 
Now I compete with Plato’s state, perhaps 
Surpass it; what he only wrote about 
I have alone in fact become: the best 
In people, wealth, in laws by far the best. 
“Good-place” by rights I should be called (More 2001: 1) 
 
While the Utopians’ view of their island’s government and population was that they were 
“the best,” within the Zonian community the frequent comment “Panama was the best place in 
the world…” was often accompanied by the statement “I was born lucky.” It became evident that 
there was a deeper, more complex sense of having been found worthy, of being special in some 
way, like the Jews who were chosen by God. 
The introduction to one of the memoirs referenced, Union Church of the Canal Zone, 
plainly compares the relocation of Zonians to the Jewish Diaspora (McConkey 1993).  Indeed, 
we find within other comments this sense of being chosen, of being special, and perhaps, even of 
being persecuted.  In one instance, I let my own frustration at the sense of privilege mixed with 
suffering get the better of me.  I asked my informant “why do Zonians have such a close bond?” 
followed quickly by the answer to that question, embedded in the demand “what suffering did 
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they endure?!!” Rather than take exception to my myopic line, the answer she gave was succinct: 
“we were Americans living on foreign soil” (02.2-Sandra, Author Interview).  I would run into 
this paradox throughout my time with Zonians--the dual sense of having suffered some lack for 
going to Panama and of having suffered, and continuing to suffer, because they had to leave 
Panama. 
I was not the only one who noticed there was a certain sense of injury among the 
Zonians; Donoghue writes extensively about this being a direct result of government negotiations 
leading up to the Carter treaties of the 1970’s which passed the Canal to Panama. (The title of 
this section is transparent: “Imperial Code: Zonians as Victims?”) (2014: 87). 
The Utopian, like the Zonian, is distinguished by his history and set apart by definition of 
the others in other places. In the Utopian paradigm of Thomas More, we find three places each 
with their respective citizens: there is the Continent, from which Utopia was divided by a canal; 
there is the place which existed before it was made into Utopia (crude, barbaric); and there is the 
final outcome of the separation from the continent and the conquering of the barbarians: the 
perfected island society of Utopia. 
In the Canal Zone we see this mirrored by the U.S. as the continent; Panama as the crude 
and barbaric pre-utopia; and the Canal Zone as the perfected island of Utopia.
5
  Because utopians 
are succeeding in government and social organization more than their intelligent forbearers on 
the continent and more than the crude and rustic crowd which they conquered, they have a sense 
of superiority which is touted as humility because of the evident excellence of their society.  As 
translator Clarence Miller writes “...we are brought...to the paradox, the dilemma, the “double-
                                                     
5
 Seen on an unmarked souvenir collection of posters and pictures found among a legacy Zonian’s antiques, which 
captures the Canal Building Days and includes on the back cover of the leaflet the quote by Vaughan Cornish: “like 
an island in the tropics, a haven of order.” 
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bind:” nowhere can such institutions be introduced except where they have already been 
introduced--nowhere” (More 2001: xviii). This holds not only for the institutions but for the 
citizens of Utopia, as well. 
As for the Canal Zone, while there is a correlation between the attitudes of the Zonian 
and the utopian, the overall view, as mentioned, is one of greater complexity and depth than 
More’s simple tautologies delivered through the person of the Utopian narrator. 
The explanation of the seal is key not only because it comprehensively represents the 
metaphors of dividing and that of connecting and shows how they are tied to the digging of the 
Canal itself, but also because it remains in focus as a way to unravel the details of the cultural 
information which has emerged through the course of this study.  While the central focus of this 
thesis is simply on interpreting this cultural information (the icons, indexes, and symbols of 
Zonian culture) with the help of larger conceptual metaphors, the seal acts as a perfect anchor 
point at which the language of the Canal Zone merges with the symbolism of the Canal to form a 
succinct concept of its own. 
Within cognitive linguistics we find that conceptual metaphor refers to the understanding 
of one thing in terms of another through basic embodied mappings of image schemas, primary 
metaphors, Idealized Cognitive Models, and the mapping of semantic information from source 
domains onto target domains (Lakoff 1987). Here in the case of the Panama Canal Zone culture, 
I will demonstrate the way the metaphors of dividing and connecting, found on the official seal 
being described above, function to interpret one another even as they interpret the Canal.  Within 
this phrase, dividing and connecting, I will also point out the requisite paradox inherent in the 
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culture, as I highlight instances where two contradictory concepts dwell side-by-side without 
giving pause to the participant.  
2.2 The utopian myth: words into worlds 
Utopia rests upon its own set of paradoxes inherent in the name itself, as we will see in this 
chapter.  The generalized utopian story of eternal paradise has been with man as long as story 
and song have existed (Sargent 2010).  From the ancient Holy Snakes account initially presented 
by Carey in his anthology Faber Book of Utopias to modern retellings like A Handmaid’s Tale 
by Margaret Atwood; the utopian/dystopian narrative is pervasive within western culture. 
Utopian literature scholar Marina Leslie describes the irony of division-for-connection as 
what unifies the utopian literature genre: “…ironically, perhaps the most reliable feature of 
subsequent utopian texts (or, for that matter, dystopian texts) is an explicit or implicit rejection of 
the model offered by every other utopia” (Leslie 1998: 3).  This makes for a curiously endless 
series of reproductions which all claim to be unlike the other, and yet use the same central 
features to establish themselves as utopia, which is a theme explored in the work of both Leslie 
and Sargent. 
Reading about utopias as they have been interpreted and attempted all over the world 
only serves to echo the endless creativity of this Idealized Cognitive Model.  Like the endless 
productivity of language, the ingenuity expressed through the endless novelty of the many 
utopias recorded in history calls to mind the amazing capacity of language and imagination 
captured in complex metaphor as it is mapped onto the world.   
In the case of the American Canal Zone at the Panama Canal, it had already been 
explicitly observed that the canal society was a kind of utopia. The Knapps, in their book Red, 
White, and Blue Paradise, note that one common comparison for the PCZ community was 
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Edward Bellamy’s utopian novel Looking Backward (Knapp 1984). In this text, the narrator 
wakes up a hundred years in future, using his current knowledge of social organization and 
government to critique the world he came from (Bellamy 1981). In addition, scholar Andrew 
Missal observes that the formation of a model society had been the explicit endeavor of the 
United States at the Panama Canal surrounding the construction of the Canal, and 
overwhelmingly publicized all the way up to and during the presentation of the completed effort 
at the 1915 World’s Fair (2009). The event of the 1915 World’s Fair, held in San Francisco, so 
featured the Panama Canal completion that the title of the exhibition was called the “Panama 
Pacific International Exposition” (2009: 164). The fair featured a miniature model of the Panama 
Canal which the viewer could experience as a trip through the Canal without visiting Panama. 
Another exhibition featured “The Jeweled City,” which led into a replica of the Canal Zone 
complete with an avenue with popular amusements and concession stands (2009: 164-196).  
The latent gestalt of utopia was ready at hand for the construction of the new, modern, 
progressive society which would be so visible to the world during the opening years of the 
Panama Canal (Missal 2009).  Whether referring to the uniformity of the towns, the slow work 
pace, or the general sense of prosperity known by Americans in Panama during the American 
control of the Canal, there is good reason for drawing a correlation between More’s Utopia and 
the Panama Canal Zone. 
In part because my own impression of utopia was a vague notion of the American gestalt, 
and more importantly because it was he who coined the term “Utopia,” I used Thomas More’s 
original text to establish in detail the definition of the iconic utopia and its features for the 
purposes of deconstructing the Idealized Cognitive Model at work in the Panama Canal Zone. 
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2.2.1 Defining gestalt 
Gestalt, a word of German origin borrowed from the field of psychology, is the term I use to 
refer to a unified concept which cannot be broken down to simply mean the sum of its parts. In 
the use of the term throughout this thesis, I refer to the utopian gestalt in order to reference the 
amorphous whole which makes up our cultural understanding of utopia, including their 
counterpart dystopias.   
In Lakoff’s (1987) work on categories in Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things, he 
defines another important term which is ‘Idealized Cognitive Model.’ According to Lakoff, an 
Idealized Cognitive Model is a gestalt model which uses four kinds of structuring principles: 
 Propositional structure, as in Fillmore’s frames 
 Image-schematic structure, as in Langacker's cognitive grammar 
 Metaphoric mappings, as described by Lakoff and Johnson 
 Metonymic mappings, as described by Lakoff and Johnson (1987: 68)  
 
Relying on Lakoff’s Idealized Cognitive Models will be helpful at times in order to 
express the strata of metaphor and the way that they work together to form the conceptual system 
of a given concept. 
I must also mention Lakoff’s term ‘experiential gestalts’ (Lakoff 1987: 489). Experiential 
gestalts are given instances where a certain cluster of conditions is found to be more basic to 
human experience than others.  These can often be represented by an Idealized Cognitive Model, 
but Lakoff stresses that it is a trope simpler than the sum of its parts, and when it comes to 
explaining and describing the experiential gestalt, the explanation is swiftly more complex than 
the experiential gestalt itself (1987: 489-491).   I present this term now for future use, and to 
differentiate it from the usage of the term ‘gestalt.’ 
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2.2.2 Key features of the utopian conceptual metaphor identified  
As mentioned, it was Thomas More who first penned the term ‘utopia’ and established a 
summary of the timeless myth during his career in the British Court in the 16
th
 century.  More’s 
Utopia is a philosophical work a la Plato’s Republic; a social critique aimed at the governments 
of Europe, written to express More’s views on religion, property, marriage, birth, euthanasia, 
family, sanitation, and many other issues, large and small, which concerned him as a lawyer, 
statesmen, catholic and citizen. 
In More’s mythology, the recounting of the place Utopia is told by a traveler who 
chances to visit there, Raphael Hythloday, whose first name means “messenger of God,” and 
whose last name translates “peddler of nonsense.”  Utopia is a fictitious commonwealth whose 
name is also a play on two different words.  Anthony Kenny, in A New History of Western 
Philosophy describes it well: “‘Utopia’ is a Latin transliteration of a Greek name.  The Latin ‘U’ 
may represent a Greek ου, in which case the name means ‘Nowhereland.’ Or it may represent a 
Greek ευ, in which case the name means ‘Happyland.’ The ambiguity is probably intentional” 
(2004: 707).  In Clarence Miller’s translation of More, he describes the word utopia as the good 
place that is no place, another excellent comment on the contradiction More wished to highlight 
(Miller 2001). 
Comparative reading of Canal Zone history and Thomas More’s utopia reveals an 
astonishing number of similarities, both material and immaterial.  Culling these many shared 
features with answers to interview questions and further reading within the genre of utopian 
writing points consistently to five key characteristics of the utopian concept present at the 
Panama Canal.  These five utopian features are: safety, economic security, separation (from the 
rest), superiority, and uniformity.   
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What is not emphasized enough in this list is the very focus of this chapter and the act 
which births utopia: the act of division.  Dividing from the rest, the premise which establishes 
utopia in the first place is a cultural act which I have come to refer to throughout my research as 
the utopian gesture.  This act of division is the key to understanding both utopia and the 
metaphor of the Panama Canal as a division.  The utopian name-meaning: “the good place that is 
no place” proposes a paradox along the lines of “connection as division,” the paradox embedded 
in the symbol of the Panama Canal.   Aided by the establishment of the utopian gestalt and the 
importance of the act of divide to said utopia, we now turn our focus to understanding the way in 
which the Panama Canal came to be represented by division. 
2.3 The gesture of division at the Panama Canal 
The themes of division and separation which occur in Canal Zone culture have their roots in the 
Panama Canal itself, and the way it was portrayed as a great division.  Breaking down this 
metaphor into distinct aspects of divide, we explore the interpretation of division and the way 
this metaphor was inscribed upon the Panama Canal. 
2.3.1 Embodiment: the physical divide 
Cognitive linguistics operates within the understanding of the embodied mind, from the 
definitive work of George Lakoff & Mark Johnson in Philosophy in the Flesh to more recent 
examples like that of Citron and Goldberg in their work on social context and temperature 
perception (2014).  The embodied mind is the term used to explain that whatever it is we 
understand cognitively, we understand it by way of the body.  Some examples are the basic 
image schemas which make up very simple metaphors undergirding our conceptual system, like 
the interior/exterior experiences of the body, which by extension give us a metaphorical 
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understanding of interiority and exteriority in the broader world (in bed/ out of bed, in the book/ 
outside the book etc) (Johnson 2007; Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 1999). 
Embodied experience is also central to the understanding of semiotics, which bears with 
it an understanding that human beings are themselves a sign for something and that primarily 
through the experience of living in a body are we able to understand the world, and then interpret 
the signs and symbols to which we relate the meanings encountered in the world.  Hence within 
this analysis of division at the Panama Canal we begin with the most basic expressions of 
division/separation as it came to be understood in the physical lives of the workers at the Canal. 
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2.3.1.1 Dying 
 
Figure 1 Waiting. The Grim Reaper waits for a harvest over Panama. (Keppler 1904) 
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As we begin our inquiry into how the metaphor of division was mapped onto the creation of the 
Panama Canal, the first action we consider is the great cost of life which was given to prepare for 
and eventually construct the Canal.   
As mentioned in Chapter 1, Panama had been a place of interest for an oceanic passage 
for several hundreds of years before the Canal was built.  The difficulties of accomplishing the 
task were divers; not only did technology lack the requisite development in the exploratory days 
of the conquistadors, but the conditions in Panama were totally hostile to human civilization.  As 
McCullough notes: “If humane considerations were to be entered in the balance, then Panama 
was the worst possible place to send men to build anything” (1977: 36). 
Within these hostile conditions and prior to the development of the needed technology, 
workers were brought to the isthmus to construct a railroad.  Panama had long been known as a 
“pesthole;” but the conditions of work required to build the railroad were egregious beyond 
anticipation.  “The cost in human life for the miniscule bit of track was of the kind people 
associated with dark, barbaric times, before the age of steam and iron and the upward march of 
Progress.” The story was told up and down the coasts of America that “there was a dead man for 
every railroad tie between Colon and Panama City” (McCullough 1977: 36).  No even one 
knows how many died, because there was no system of record-keeping for the lives of these 
laborers (McCullough 1977: 36). 
And who were these laborers?  They were workers brought in “by the boatload” from the 
ends of the earth. From Chinese to Irishmen, they came seeking their fortune but more often 
giving their lives as they worked to construct the railroad and later, the Canal.  Their deaths were 
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caused, for the most part, by horrifying means—malaria, dysentery, yellow fever, smallpox, 
cholera, and other tropical diseases for which no cures were known (McCullough 1977: 37). 
The image introducing this section shows the grim reaper seated above Panama with 
sickle in hand, chin on fist.  Entitled simply “Waiting” it adequately portrays the symbol of death 
that hung over Panama as late as 1904, and in fact on into the initial years of American canal-
building.  While the call to work in Panama brought new waves of immigrants than those who 
had come for the railroad, death was no respecter of persons, and it became known throughout 
the isthmus and up and down the coasts that, while an exciting possibility, Panama was a death-
trap.  According to one worker, Panama was described in 1885 as “a hideous dung heap of 
physical and moral abomination…a damp, tropical jungle, intensely hot, swarming with 
mosquitoes, snakes, alligators, scorpions, and centipedes; the home, even as Nature made it, of 
yellow fever, typhus and dysentery and now made immeasurably more deadly by the multitudes 
of people who crowd thither” (Greene 2009: 29). 
If we are to take into account the importance of context in codifying meaning in a given 
linguistic community, not only in the sense of immediate linguistic context but also in the larger 
sense of the embodied experience of those within a given communication environment, then the 
foundation of Panama’s reputation—that of a place of death—may not be overlooked.  Perhaps 
there is something in the very words which holds to the mystical power of language as described 
by Danesi, which he explains is “not limited to tribal cultures” (2004: 108).  As humans, death is 
truly the greatest divide man knows, separating us from the known world and the unknown.   
The rending division of death from life can be framed within the context of RESTRAINT 
REMOVAL by highlighting the fact that in the instance of death, the barrier between the world of 
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the known and the world of the unknown is removed (Johnson 1987: 46-47).  The terrifying 
otherness and mystery of the unseen world to which death is the gate is better tolerated by 
viewing it as divided from this present life.  The presence of death on the isthmus established a 
shadow of fear which could only be matched by the immensity of the project and the immensity 
of the age of progress itself.  
As Citron and Goldberg explored in their experiment on the influence of physical 
temperature on socially interpreted information, we are learning that the analogical mind gathers 
its information from the experience of being in the body (2014).   In Johnson’s The Meaning of 
the Body, we find even more detail to support the vast importance of the physical experience 
within a given context toward cognitive understanding and analogy-construction (2012).  The 
analogies made within the context of the Canal at the time of construction were informed by 
those who experienced in bodily form the perils, impoverishment, and hardships which 
contributed to the concept of the interpreted meaning of the Panama Canal and the 
accompanying metaphor of division.  While the modern-day Zonian may have no experience of 
Panama as pesthole, the memory was no mere memory but an established metaphor which would 
continue to exist throughout the life of the Canal Zone and Zonian culture.  
When infectious disease was finally checked by innovations in healthcare and the 
discovery of disease-carrying mosquitoes, the first of many paradoxes was established within the 
Panama Canal area and subsequent Zonian culture, and that is the dual association of death-place 
and life-place.  By 1907, once Roosevelt’s and Dr. Gorgas’ orders were followed to the letter to 
eliminate the spread of disease, the Panama Canal area went from a dirty pesthole to a place of 
extreme sanitation and order (McCullough 1977: 468). 
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But the association with death and the dangers of building the Canal did not disappear 
with the victories won by Dr. Gorgas and General Stevens.  The perils of the working conditions 
and environment continued to cost hundreds of lives each year (McCullough 1977: 545).  “They 
were caught beneath the wheels of trains or struck by flying rock, crushed to death, blown to bits 
by dynamite. ‘Man die, get blow up, get kill or get drown,’ recalled one black worker; ‘during 
the time someone asked where is Brown? He died last night and bury.  Where is Jerry? He dead a 
little before dinner and buried.  So on and so on all the time’” (McCullough 1977: 545).   
Hence it is apparent that the physical divide which men witnessed and experienced, that 
of dividing from their very lives, laid foundations within the culture of the Canal upon which 
future references, conceptual metaphors, and basic image schemas would continually build.  
Death, for much of Panama’s history, was the sinister backdrop to all the exciting possibilities 
which were stirring at the isthmus, and it was the very features of the isthmus—the tropic heat, 
heavy rains, intense foliage, but most of all the Canal, which came to mean death.  The face of 
the grim reaper would not soon be forgotten, but would forever inscribe upon the Canal the act of 
division at the most basic level: life from death.  With that inscription, the Canal stands as a sign 
which echoes the weight of endless interpretation like that mentioned in the work of Charles 
Sanders Pierce (Silverman 1983: 15). 
This division is present in More’s Utopia in the sense that it was only after an epic battle, 
in which lives were lost, that the people of Utopia were able to form their perfect society.  It was 
in Utopia that men also dug a canal, triumphing over their circumstances to separate and elevate 
their progressive society.  What cannot be ignored in More’s Utopia is tightly wound into the 
Canal paradox as well: that connecting to the good place always requires a division.  Whether the 
“good place” that is being connected to is in the present or in the past, both at the Panama Canal 
 47 
 
and in More’s Utopia, the connection which is eventually made is so lauded that it justifies any 
amount of division.  The tautology that arises as a result of this division-connection is somewhat 
balanced by maintaining a tentative grasp on the realization that the Canal was seen by 
conquistadors as a place where a connection of the oceans would ideally take place, indicating 
that the digging and dividing were a necessary RESTRAINT REMOVAL in order for the water to 
flow freely through the Isthmus.   
2.3.1.2. Leaving home  
As soon as the Americans undertook the Panama Canal project in earnest, a fresh call for 
workers went out, answered in large part by West Indians who were “eager for adventure, the 
chance to make more money, and freedom from the toil of plantation work, but [they] were also 
nervous about leaving loved ones behind for the unknown world of the Yankees” (Greene 2009: 
30). 
Soon it was not only the adventurous but impoverished West Indian who was migrating 
to Panama; but workers in the thousands were coming from northern and southern Europe, India, 
China, Peru, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico and North America (Greene 2009: 32).  The United 
States controlled the labor force carefully in order to keep West Indians in a position of third 
party nationals and maintain a sense of competition among low-wage earning laborers, using a 
diverse group of laborers to accomplish this (Conniff 1985).
 
 Latin American historian Michael 
Coniff speaks to the numerous challenges which faced third party national workers, not the least 
of which was the limited choices they faced in a segregated and racist system prior to the 
dissolution of Jim Crow laws which governed the isthmus (1985). 
 48 
 
But even for American recruits who would fulfill skilled engineering and supervisory 
positions, leaving the familiarity of their home to be met with conditions in Panama was a shock 
to the system.  Whether the recruits were from Texas or India, skilled and unskilled laborers 
faced the same dilemma when it came to answering the beckoning call of the Panama Canal 
project, and that was the decision to leave home, quite possibly for good.  Panama held 
adventure, but in the early construction years, it was barely a home.  There were no women and 
few comforts.  It was dirty.  The weather and working conditions were dismal.  Add to that the 
foreignness of one’s overseers and fellow laborers, it made for a dissonant chasm between what 
one knew as home and what one might hope to find (McCullough 1977; Knapp 1984; Greene 
2009). 
Within this act of leaving home we find the roots of the prevailing nostalgia that 
surrounds the culture of the Canal Zone.  Nostalgia, from the Greek nostos ‘return home’ + algo 
‘pain,’ brought the presence of acute homesickness to all who were involved in the Canal project 
(Harper 2001).  Leaving home, one of the most famous tropes throughout literature, is an act 
which cannot be undone.  It forces the body to endure the opposite of its desire for warmth, 
closeness, belonging and provision.  Leaving home speaks to the introduction of forces and 
circumstances both shocking physically, like the oceanic afternoon rains and subsequent 
mudslides which made work hell on the Canal, and mentally, like the strangeness of foliage, 
food, social structure, language, climate, and living quarters.   
Susan Stewart calls this nostalgia a social disease:  “Nostalgia is sadness without an 
object, a sadness which creates a longing that…does not take part in lived experience.  Rather, it 
remains behind and before that experience” (1992: 23). She goes on to explain that, like utopia, 
 49 
 
nostalgia exists in the imaginary realm. “Nostalgia, like any form of narrative, is always 
ideological…nostalgia is the desire for desire (1992: 23)”. 
Zonians express nostalgia often, lamenting their inability to return to Panama, as in the 
simple opening words of Zonian Brian Allen’s memoir: “I can’t go home again, ever,” (Allen 
2013: 1).  Or, as Judy Haisten put it “…my heart was still in Panama. The restlessness in my soul 
wouldn’t be appeased” (Haisten 2012: 1).   
I found within my own experience as an attendee at the annual Canal Zone Reunion, the 
biggest Zonian bash of the year held during Fourth of July weekend, that nostalgia was a topic 
that came up frequently and with no formal interview questions whatsoever.  This wasn’t much 
of a surprise, since the reunion was intended to unite those who held in common the experiences 
and memories of living in the Panama Canal Zone.  But it was no less daunting an environment 
in which to be a stranger.  Simply being a relative outsider was enough to elicit fond descriptions 
of the Canal Zone that held notes of Stewart’s nostalgia as “desire for desire.”  Whether it was 
during a noisy breakfast or a social evening at the reunion, the nostalgia for the Panama Canal 
Zone was often expressed by lauding the Zone’s perfection and decrying the treaty that gave the 
Canal back to Panama.  “They sold us down the river!” Was a phrase I often heard over the 
reunion weekend, referring to the Carter treaties that changed ownership of the Canal.   
It is in the separation from one’s homeland that we see echoes of nostalgia across the 
cultural frontier.  Mapping the physical discomfort of unfamiliar and often harsh circumstances 
upon the internal, emotional experience of the exile results in the verbal expression of an interior 
pain to match the exterior pain. In Mueggler’s experience with hill tribes of China he would refer 
to this act of processing the external pain by rituals which were expressive of an internal reality 
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as a glimpse of Bachelard’s idea of “intimate immensity” (Mueggler 2001; Bachelard 1994: 
183). In Joann D’Alisera’s study of Sierra Leonean Muslims in the Washington, D.C. area she 
focuses on “icons of longing;” that is, the language, objects, and actions which continue to create 
space in the present for homeland and memory, even when the clarity of such memory fades 
(2013: 37). 
Hence this act of separation, of dividing from the familiar home to seek the unknown, is 
another significant way in which the Panama Canal came to represent division.  In yet another 
paradoxical reversal, we find that the overwhelming experience of this feeling among those who 
would become Zonians during the Canal building years was worked out by recreating the 
American home and its standards; now through this study we find that it is this very nostalgic 
feeling which is overwhelmingly exhibited by present-day Zonians for Panama as they work 
subconsciously to recreate “icons of longing” to bring the new homeland of the Canal Zone into 
the present.   It seems that in the Canal Zone, the experiential gestalt was the very expression of 
longing for home and endeavoring to recreate that on the isthmus.  When that home of distant 
memory slowly became displaced by the current location, the act of waxing nostalgic remained, 
only now it was a bald longing for the place of sacrifice, the Americans’ recent home of the 
American Canal Zone.  
2.3.1.3 Digging 
In a final example of the way division was mapped onto the Panama Canal, we have the act 
primary to the creation of the canal: digging.  Digging was the physical separation of a 
previously uniform landmass by machine and by brute strength.  Digging also exemplifies most 
clearly the movement of dirt, stone, and debris from a particular area (the Canal PATH), so that 
the water could freely flow between oceans, subsequently creating a division.  The act of digging 
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both visually and physically demonstrated the image schema RESTRAINT REMOVAL and 
secondary division metaphor which became mapped onto the Canal (Johnson 1987: 46-47). 
Digging was done with many different tools, the vast majority of it with machines and 
dynamite.  I would like to suggest it is the iconicity of digging by hand as the most pronounced 
act analogous to dividing, being that it was a physical movement of cutting, or separating, earth 
which lent the Canal the meaning of division. 
For even while the work was being done by crane and backhoe, there was the constant 
presence of the pick-and-shovel men down in the Canal working away at the mud and the rock 
that stood in the way of future transiting ships.  Both the appearance and the movement required 
to operate a pick or a shovel have to do with bringing a sharp blade in a blow against the earth, 
removing some portion of the loose earth, and repeating the action again and again.  In this way 
“cutting” or digging physically translated to the men working on the Canal the meaning of 
division.  Even for those who never dug, whose forefathers never dug, the established facts of the 
Canal were more powerful culturally than one person’s experience.  The fierce effort that it took 
to complete the project was enabled because of the spirit of purpose which engrossed men from 
all backgrounds, and this is the same way in which cultural elements like leaving home and 
digging/cutting became equally meaningful to those whose family line had experienced them and 
to those who had no previous ties to such activities.   
On the CZBrats.org homepage we find homage by poet John Hall, writing in 1912.  
Hall’s writing is unto the work, which carries within its lines the spirit of the moment and more 
importantly, by its prominence within the Zone on cyberspace, the recurring anthem of never 
forgetting what has come before: 
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On they struggled, ever onward, 
Blasting stone, and earth, and men; 
Filling rivers with razed mountains; 
Filling graves with parts of men. 
Blood and bone are mixed with concrete, 
Sweat of brow and grime of toil 
Mark the rough-neck as he swelters, 
Weary 'mid the grease and oil. 
Weary flesh, nor fever's terrors 
Halt them as they onward go. 
Forward!  Forward!  Ever Forward! 
Is the only cry they know (Hall 1912: 24). 
 
2.3.2 Imagination: The social divide 
Having looked at some of the ways in which the embodied experience of division became 
associated with the Panama Canal itself, let us look at another aspect of the participant in time: 
the social setting and the ways that these attitudes and practices reinforced the meaning of 
division at the Panama Canal. 
2.3.2.1 Gold/silver roll 
The gold roll and the silver roll are the names for two different scales of pay used in the Canal 
Zone during and after construction years.  The gold roll was used to pay white Americans and a 
select few workers of other races who had been promoted to a higher status.  The silver roll was 
used to pay all other workers- Panamanians, southern Europeans, West Indians, etc.  Each time 
payday came, workers would line up to receive their compensation, gold in one line and silver in 
another (Greene 2009; McCullough 1977).  While elsewhere, men of different nationalities and 
classes could remain oblivious to the other’s living conditions, these two payday lines 
immediately illustrated the social divisions which would become associated with the work and 
subsequent society surrounding the Canal. 
In Julie Greene’s careful documentation of the lives of the laborers who built the Panama 
Canal, she observes that the beginning phase of silver and gold pay was not the system of 
 53 
 
segregation it would come to be.  “Initially, bosses would reward productive employees by 
shifting them, regardless of their race, ethnicity, or nationality, from the silver to the gold 
payroll.  Gradually it hardened into a system of segregation comparable in some ways to the U.S. 
practice of Jim Crow” (Greene 2009: 63).  This is the gold and silver roll which Zonians 
remember.  Whenever I inquired about the gold and silver roll, though Zonians did acknowledge 
their familiarity with the practice, the range of responses didn’t emphasize that it was a system 
which divided workers by race.  
However the Zonians remember it, the silver and gold roll came to be an important tool 
of the U.S. government for running the work force on the Canal Zone.  In fact, the segregation it 
expressed penetrated Canal Zone life in every way: 
…from work to housing, leisure activities, sexual relationships, and shopping…The 
government paid silver employees far less, fed them unappetizing food, and housed them 
in substandard shacks.  Gold workers earned very high wages and terrific benefits, 
including six weeks of paid vacation leave every year, one month of paid sick leave every 
year, and a free pass for travel within the Zone once each month.  The government also 
developed an attractive social life and provided it at no or low cost to white American 
employees, hiring bands and vaudeville acts to perform regularly throughout the Zone 
and building grounds for baseball and other sports.  Clubhouses provided white 
Americans with reading rooms, bowling alleys, and gymnasiums.  The government 
allowed only white U.S. citizens to enjoy these leisure activities (Greene 2009: 63). 
 
Not only were the workers divided by race in pay, but their living conditions were vastly 
different according to the same criteria.  Silver workers lived in slums, while the housing built 
for gold roll employees resembled standard apartments.  Many brief historical retellings 
emphasize the ways that the U.S. government improved conditions on the Zone, regulating 
housing, providing a hot lunch, and eradicating yellow fever.  But the assumption that silver roll 
recipients were mutely grateful is a stretch.  Many Jamaicans, for instance, considered the gruel 
that they were provided not to be worth eating, and preferred to eat in their own camps or to cook 
their food over an open fire (Greene 2009: 144). 
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The rolls were not as simple to divide as it would seem, and while most of the challenges 
to systematizing segregation were due to race and citizenship, other examples were not so clear.  
For instance, after Roosevelt declared that the gold roll should hire only U.S. citizens, the case of 
the Puerto Rican was brought to the attention of the supervisors.  After some consideration where 
their right to protections by the U.S. was brought into conversation, “it was decided that colonial 
subjects would benefit from their status” (Greene 2009: 67).  In another instance, the question 
arose of what to do when white American workers wanted to take jobs as common laborers.  In 
this case, it was also found that the white Americans should receive preferential treatment, being 
paid on the gold roll and living in gold housing (2009: 67).  This was a rare problem, and one 
that dissipated quickly with time.  As Greene records “gradually, the problem disappeared as 
white Americans grasped that laborers jobs were not meant for them” (2009: 67).  Citing an 
example, she includes the following vignette: “The policeman Harry Franck confessed he had 
arrived in the Zone “with the hope of shouldering a shovel and descending into the canal with 
other workmen, that I might someday solemnly raise my right and boast, ‘I helped dig IT.’ But 
that was in the callow days before I…learned the awful gulf that separates the sacred white 
American from the rest of the Canal Zone world” (Greene 2009: 67-68).  Franck’s realization 
here concerns the ironclad division between nationalities, and eventually, races, which dictated 
which men were to do the pick-and-shovel work on the Canal and which men were to be in a 
supervisory role.  Franck’s comment is interesting because it captures the grandeur associated 
with the act of digging the Canal, and illuminates the possible mixed feelings that Americans had 
about their dictated supervisory roles.  
Michael Donoghue elaborates on this sense of conflict within the American psyche about 
the strong social divisions which were established during the Canal days in Borderland: 
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“Purportedly, those Zonians who could trace their ancestors back to the “ditch diggers” held 
more status in clubs and social activities and on civic councils” (Donoghue 2014: 73).  The 
honor of being able to connect your family line to those who actually helped to dig the Canal 
contributed to the class structure still present even within the Zone’s socialist utopianism.  This 
sense of being connected to the Canal itself, physically connected, is what helps to define those I 
have termed “legacy Zonians;” and it highlights the sign of the Canal within the semiotic 
structure undergirding the language and social organization of the surrounding communities.  
Unlike the low status normally afforded to those in the laboring trades, Zonians who could trace 
their lineage to ditch-diggers, those who had been in the Canal and who I called “legacy 
Zonians,” were considered a part of the “original aristocracy” (Donoghue 2014: 73). 
The other Zonians mentioned in the “original aristocracy,” are Canal Zone pilots, those 
who guide ships through the Canal.  This evidence suggests that physical proximity to the sign of 
the Canal (specifically, of being in the Canal) elevated one’s status, and supports the image 
schema of the Canal as PATH, discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. 
While many of those restricted to the supervisory roles considered themselves just one 
part of Roosevelt’s vision of men together in a war on nature, not everyone shared the same 
forthright attraction to simply working on the Canal alongside those of various backgrounds.  
While it is true that the Americans were prevented from mingling (inasmuch as it were possible) 
with fellow workers of other races and nationalities, some took to this idea as it was handed to 
them—that it was part of their birthright, that the white man wasn’t designed for that kind of 
labor in the tropics (Greene 2009: 67-68). 
For some Americans, there was a sense of benevolent condescension or outright 
superiority which tinged their interactions with Panamanians and West Indians in such a way as 
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to increase tensions already present between the social divisions which had been made explicit 
by things like the gold and silver roll.  This sense of benevolent condescension has a correlation 
to the attitude of the Utopians in their approach to conquering the island of Utopia and digging 
their canal.  Recall toward the end of section 2.1 the distinctions which were made in More’s 
novel: the continent, Utopia, and the crude and barbaric masses which preceded utopian 
influence.  Reading the following passage in Utopia, we find in the account of cutting a canal 
and conquering the island the initial divisions which were made on the social level even as the 
island was being dug out to be separate from the continent: 
But Utopus, who conquered the island and named it after himself…and who brought its 
crude and rustic mob to a level of culture and humanity beyond almost all other mortals, 
after he won the victory at his first assault, had a channel cut fifteen miles wide at the 
point where the land adjoined the continent, and thus caused the sea to flow all around 
the land.  And since he set not only the inhabitants to this task but also employed his own 
soldiers (to keep the inhabitants from thinking the work was imposed on them as a 
humiliation), the labor was shared by a great multitude of workers and was finished in an 
incredibly short time, so that the neighboring peoples (who at first ridiculed the project as 
silly), were overwhelmed with wonder and fear (italics mine) (More 2001: 53).
6
 
 
Note in the italicized passage the tone of what would seem like kindness, but which 
actually only serves to make a separation between the residents (pre-utopian) and the Utopians, 
and to distinguish the Utopian as the benevolent superior.   
By comparison, we find some of the same attitude of the ‘other’ as crude and uncivilized 
in some of the early writing from the Canal Zone.  The following passage is taken from a book 
written by an American son of the Canal first published in 1913.  Farnham Bishop, the author, 
has introduced a typical American employee, “Bill,” detailing the improvements experienced on 
the Canal from the French days and explaining how the Canal Zone became hospitable to 
                                                     
6
 Also, from Miller’s notes: “A greater task than cutting through the Isthmus.  Several attempts to dig a canal across 
the Isthmus of Corinth failed so that the attempt became proverbial for failure (Erasmus, Adages 3326). This detail 
of the founding of Utopia is italicized because it points to similarity of the symbolism of the future work of digging 
across the Panamanian isthmus. 
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families and children.  It also shows how white men weren’t expected to be able to do the kind of 
labor in the tropics that was expected of the West Indian or the Southern European: 
“Bill” is a typical example of the employees on the "gold roll," virtually all of whom are 
American citizens. But even with such housing and treatment and an annual trip to colder 
and more bracing air, a northern white man could not do good pick-and-shovel work in 
the tropics. So the great bulk of the force, below the grade of foreman, is drawn from the 
warmer parts of the world. Because they were at first paid in Panamanian silver, whose 
face value is worth only half that of American gold, they are known as the "silver roll 
men." Of the thirty thousand and more common laborers, the great majority are negroes 
from Jamaica or Barbados, or other parts of the British West Indies. They are very 
peaceable and law-abiding fellows, but exceedingly lazy, and unbelievably stupid. There 
is room in their heads for exactly one idea at a time, and no more (Bishop 1913: 202) 
 
Bishop’s father was the secretary of the Isthmian Canal Commission. Bishop goes on to 
write about distinct features of each race, from the Jamaican to the Chinese “coolie.”  One thing 
becomes clear in this reading: Bishop is not explaining a division created simply by race.  For 
after deciding that the Jamaicans, West Indians, and Panamanians tended to laziness and 
incompetence, the U.S. brought other, pale-skinned workers in: 
To stimulate the Jamaicans by competition, we have brought over several thousand 
peasants from Galicia, in the north of Spain, and these men, being strong and healthy and 
used to labor in a hot climate for a fraction of what they earn on the Isthmus, do very 
good work. Each of them gets twice as much as a Jamaican, and more than earns it. Many 
of the Gallegos stick to their picturesque flat velvet caps and gay sashes. Then there are 
Italians, and Greeks, and Armenians, and Turks, and French-speaking negroes from 
Martinique, and turbaned coolies from India, and ever so many more besides (Bishop, 
205).  
 
So division was promoted, as we can see here, not only between gold and silver roll men 
but within the silver roll and among gold roll employees as well.  In terms of the conditions of 
the silver men, they only continued to be more and more segregated from gold roll employees’ 
circumstances until there was really very little in the way of iconicity except for the backdrop of 
the Canal and the environs of Panama itself.   
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In widespread opinion, sickness had left the Canal project with the triumph of Dr. 
Gorgas’ discoveries, but in truth, sickness among the silver workers remained a problem 
throughout the course of the construction work.  Malaria and pneumonia persisted as well as 
typhoid and tuberculosis.  While the white community on the Canal Zone was looked upon with 
reason as a veritable health spa, hospital records verify that such was not the case with the silver 
worker (McCullough 1977: 581). Panama was “four times more deadly for the black man than 
for the white” (McCullough 1977: 582). 
The separation which was enforced between the West Indian laborers did not carry with it 
so much hostility as was felt between the Panamanian and American, from the very earliest days 
of the American project.  “To the average American, Panama was a land of dark, ignorant, 
undersized people who very obviously disliked him…It was said that the whole country had a 
“chronic case of sulks” (McCullough 1977: 586).  Americans felt that Panamanians ought to be 
obsequiously grateful, convinced that they had brought every ounce of wealth, and that in 
abundance, to the isthmus (McCullough 1977: 586). 
For the Panamanian, it was the American’s habits, his loud, impolite excessiveness which 
grated.  To the average Panamanian the canal did not bring in the wealth and prosperity the 
Americans extolled.  “Commissaries within the Zone had deprived local merchants of a long-
anticipated bonanza; and the Panamanian populace, unable to shop there themselves, resented 
that goods in such abundance and at such very low prices should be the exclusive privilege of the 
well-paid canal workers” (McCullough 1977: 586).  The sentiments “we cleaned Panama and 
brought it into wealth,” and “Panamanians were just jealous of us because our country took care 
of us,” were common among Zonians at the reunion where I interviewed (02.2-Sandra, Author 
Interview).  The prevailing idea among Zonians is that Panama is running their Canal Zone into 
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the ground.  Formal wishes of “good luck” were accompanied by a sense of skepticism 
concerning the capacity or perhaps the intention of Panamanians to succeed at the jobs which 
Americans had once held as a part of their birthright. 
Anxious to demonstrate that there was no hatred embedded in the racial tensions, many 
Zonians expressed their fondness for Panamanians, for example the Chiva driver who delivered 
the GI directly to the Canal Zone when tensions were high; or more often the maids and house 
help employed in Zonian homes which were often of Panamanian descent.  These kinds of 
feelings were often reinforced by mention of the small percentage of Panamanians who attended 
Canal Zone schools (01.1-Daniel, 02.2-Sandra, 18.1-Elizabeth, 13.1-Cheryl, Author Interviews).  
The occasional Panamanian classmate was heralded as a witness to a total absence of ill feelings 
between the citizens of each country, even when evidence of the divide remained.  While the 
goodwill is not lacking among the Zonian community, their sense of being informed, of being 
familiar with the lives of the majority of Panamanians, most certainly seems to be inaccurate.  
Donoghue mentions the reason for this as a direct result of Zonians’ narrow range of contacts: 
“U.S. citizens [Zonians] rarely interacted with [the largest sectors of the borderland’s population 
[the rising middle class and farmers)] them.  U.S. citizens felt most comfortable with 
Panamanian servants and with Panamanian elites who chose not to voice their nationalism too 
boisterously… few Zonians knew any “real,” that is, majority, Panamanians” (Donoghue 2014: 
75-76). 
In addition to the expression which cast the Panamanians as jealous siblings, it is notable 
that today, like in the early days of Canal building, Zonians in general do not speak Spanish.  
This delineation marks a line of demarcation as clearly as the lines of silver and gold and the 
separation of each community from the other.  It also remarks upon the very different conceptual 
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metaphors which may be at work within each speech community, and can help to explain the 
clash of cultures when it comes to thinking about how communities should be built and 
businesses run. 
Yet one more group of separation deserves mention, and that is the tribe of Kuna 
(sometimes spelled Cuna) Indians which border Panama on the Atlantic side. Unlike the tensions 
experienced with Panamanian nationals, Zonians had a better experience with the Kuna and saw 
themselves as benevolent neighbors. In short the Zonians were gratified by their interactions with 
the Kuna, and as a result, the Kuna became a significant part of the Zonian code.   
The Kuna are famous for their molas, an artistic motif done by reversing a pattern in 
cloth so that the negative space is highlighted to display the bright colors sewn beneath the cut-
out design (Parker 1977).  No design could be more fitting for the paradox-embracing Zonian; 
the very nature of the design and its inside-out look fits into the utopian theme of “good-
place/no-place” with precision.  Because of the importance of the Kuna in reinforcing the 
Zonians positive view of themselves as a society, their sense of being welcome, and their 
capacity as do-gooders, the art of the Kuna came to symbolize the heart of a true Zonian in 
Panama.  
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Figure 2 Kuna Indian Mola. Two Dolphins. Williams Gallery West.  Used with permission.   
In this Kuna print, you can see the importance of symmetry and the way it augments the 
craftsmanship.  The cut-out portions are in the background, allowing stripes of various colored 
cloth sewn between the top and bottom layers to show through.  The bright ground balances 
against the bright stitching in the figures on the surface to create a rich image which is full of 
intense contrast because the black background mediates the stitched pattern and the bright 
cutouts.   
So popular is the Kuna style that a wife of one of my interviewees mentioned to me: “oh, 
when I see someone with that Kuna pattern, I know we have a lot in common! I can walk right 
up to them and ask, hey, when were you in Panama” (09.1-Larry, Author Interview)? 
But it must be mentioned that this is actually a lying sign, as upon visiting a friend in 
New Orleans during the trip, I noticed a pair of oven mitts with the same Kuna pattern (but not 
the craftsmanship).  “Where did you get these?”  I asked her.  “Oh, they have them at the grocery 
store.”  “Do you know what kind of design this is?” I said.  “No,” she said, “do you?”  I 
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explained to her briefly about the Kuna style of fabrication and told her these look like a mass-
produced version of the same. 
Regardless of whether the sign is always “true,” it is still very popular among the Zonians 
and an established part of the Zonian code.  Zonians during the reunion would refer to a “real 
Kuna piece of art,” familiar with the way the background cloth should show through and not 
merely be added on the surface of the black.  Within the museum/auction room, many t-shirts 
and dresses were decorated in both genuine and copycat pieces of Kuna artwork. 
While this codification of the Kuna as an authentic part of Zonian life in Panama is 
evident on many pages of the UF Panama Canal Zone blog and in the electronic archives 
collected by the University of Florida as well as scattered broadly among objects in the museum 
and market rooms at the Panama Canal Zone Reunion, nowhere were the constraints of the code 
expressed more evidently than at an academic conference in February of 2014.   
During the opening day of the conference, one of the presenters had finished his PhD on 
the subject of artists who drove Chiva buses in Panama City.  As the speaker displayed colorful 
pictures about the history and tradition of the artistic Chiva drivers and their rigs, a Zonian 
attending the conference raised her hand and asked him if he had ever heard of the mola art of 
the Kuna.  He cocked his head to the side and responded politely that yes, he had seen that art, 
but that it was not a part of his study.  When the woman raised her hand to ask again, she formed 
her question as a statement: didn’t he know how valuable Kuna art was? That it was in 
museums?   
Her last comments required no response and the conference moved ahead.  But the oddity 
of her fixation on the Kuna and her seeming inability to receive the distinct category of what was 
being presented reminded me that Zonians still see themselves as keepers of history.  It is 
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interesting to note that the memories they keep, as expressed in the following memorandum, are 
those of themselves as well as those of the laborers. In the words of Zonian Ernest E. Pierce: 
All who are Zonians carry a solemn responsibility. As our parents before, and we 
ourselves, have lived, benefited and accepted the administrations of the government of 
the Panama Canal Zone, we became "de facto" citizens of that government – we have 
become "Zonians". That government is no longer viable, and the Canal Zone no longer 
exits. Yet our earned birthright as Zonians, we carry forever. We carry the responsibility 
to perpetuate this birthright so all men will know of the achievements of the 
"Ditchdiggers" and the successes of the government and its society. We Zonians, and 
other[s] like us, carry the responsibility to be the Guardians of this piece of history 
(McLaughlin 1998). 
 
Just what does a guardian of history do?  It goes without saying that the past becomes all-
important.  For any who would take up this holy quest, it requires the honoring of a time beyond 
all other times, no matter the pitfalls and errors of that time.  Likewise it demands that one 
separate from now in order to connect to the hallowed former days.  How very like the idealized 
utopia, to be guardians of history! For in utopia the same impossibility is proposed: to bring a 
fantasy into reality.  Because it can never be done in the present, it is a world which can only 
exist in the future or in the past.   
For the Zonian during construction days, this glorious utopia was something inevitably 
coming, promised by the great wheel of progress, in the near future.  For the Zonian post-Canal 
Zone, this utopia remains firmly anchored in a cherubic past.  
What does this mean for the embodied experience of those who worked at the Canal?  
How did the signs of the division metaphor as expressed through the gold and silver roll find 
their way into present day Zonian culture? 
I could find no plaques of shovels nor miniature gold pickaxes, no.  But in all of my 
investigation I continued to encounter diminutive language concerning the indigenous 
population, Panamanian nationals and non-Panamanian émigrés who had responded to the call to 
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work at the Canal.  The most prominent example of this was in affectionate linguistic displays 
which intoned the accent of the West Indian as it sounded to ‘white’ ears.  
Despite my relative ignorance to what I was hearing, the Zonian’s love of an imitation of 
the West Indian played out before me one day during the Canal Zone Reunion.  Upon 
completing an interview with Dennis, an old-timer Zonian now college chemistry professor, I 
was sitting in the expansive atrium of the Marriott Grand Ballroom, the day before the Canal 
Zone Reunion festivities began (08.1-Dennis, Author Interview).  The professor was sitting 
across from me, one arm stretched over the angular modern couch, his face tilted up toward the 
light filtering down from a window in the ceiling.  Suddenly he sat up, stiffened, listening.  He 
turned his head and caught sight of a figure approaching.  The man approaching was calling out 
“Ei, Ei mon!  Ei mon Ei mon!”  And as he sang this out, the professor stood and in 
uncharacteristic expressiveness, raised his hands in greeting, shouting back “Ei you, mon, wea’ u 
goin mon?” in the same sing-song accent.  As his friend approached, they continued their parody 
of island talk until, giving way with hugs and slaps on the shoulders, they turned to me and 
resumed speaking standard American dialect (08.1-Dennis, Author Interview).   
The Zonians had a name for this talk, “’Beyjun,” and those surrounding the professor 
admired the good humor and accuracy with which he and his friend could imitate their talk.  As 
my ears became tuned to it, I began to notice how often Zonians would call out to each other in 
this sing-song voice, saying things like “Ey mon!’ and “wea you goin’ mon?”  It is this voice that 
is being referenced in the song mentioned in the earlier part of this chapter, as well: if you knew 
what I know/ Ei mon! Ei mon! Ei mon!/ you would understand/ I’m a Zonian! (Bates 2011). 
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2.3.2.2 Language of division 
Names used for the Canal to describe the Canal and the Canal Zone during the construction years 
established so strongly the metaphor of canal as purposeful divide that this sense of dividing has 
become integral to the Canal identity as well as to its reputation in the public eye.  Consider the 
following phrases gleaned from writings about the Panama Canal which reference the Canal as a 
place of division or separation: 
The Panama Canal is a Divide 
 The Cut was widened (McCullough 1977: 613) 
 Digging the ditch (Maurer & Yu 2011: 97) 
 Splitting the Republic of Panama in two (Greene 2009: 22) 
 Panama’s Canal divides a country (Padgett 2014) 
 Conceived as a shortcut (Missal 2008: xi) 
Not only do these phrases paint the picture of the Canal as a divide, but they also bring to 
the foreground the basic image schematic metaphor at work of RESTRAINT REMOVAL. The 
digging or cutting of the Canal is understood through the image schema of RESTRAINT 
REMOVAL in that the moving of earth or the cutting through of the land allow for the Pacific and 
Atlantic Oceans to reach each other, as illustrated and discussed in Chapter 3. 
2.4 Conclusion 
In this chapter, we have discussed how the metaphor of division became mapped onto the 
Panama Canal via embodied acts of dying, leaving home, and digging.  We have also considered 
the amplification of this metaphor throughout the strata of society based on cultural and racial 
divides found in the way men were assigned work and pay and in the language within the Canal 
Zone.   
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As we continue to explore the centrality of division to the establishment of a utopia, we 
turn our attention now to the inseparable metaphor of connection, a paradoxical counterpoint 
which will be seen in the next chapter to flesh out the concepts and ideals shared by the Canal 
Zone community and other utopias. 
3. Connecting “the world” 
 
Figure 3 The Kiss of the Oceans, 1915.  Antique postcard depicting the meeting of the Atlantic 
and Pacific at Panama as a kiss.  From the Henry Morrison Flagler Museum Archives. Used with 
permission.  
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June 20, 2013 
After hours of driving, I arrived at my host’s house in wrinkled linen traveling gear to find the 
ex-Navy pilot standing erect at the corner of the garage tapping the key of the gold Lexus against 
his leg.  “Park right here,” he said, pointing, and lowered the garage door with a flick of the 
button.  “Come on, get in.  He motioned to his car.”  “Want a beer?”  I stammered—sure?—
weren’t we driving?!  How did he manage to be clean-cut, upright and military in bearing while 
swilling beers in his seatbelt?   
And so it was in Craig’s car that polite conversation carried us to the dock and onto the 
son-in-law’s boat (Craig’s eldest’s husband), where we were buzzed over to a small beach in the 
middle of a silky turquoise sand strip of some bayou, connected to the gulf.  The water was salty 
and warm and thigh deep.  We waded from the yacht bobbing on the waves to where my little 
cousins and my aunt and my grown cousins were spread out like ribbon on the shore.  The heat 
was stillness.  Voices carried only a few feet, then fell softly into the muted humidity.  The 
boyfriends and husbands.  Little nephew and niece I hadn’t ever met, sprawled and digging in 
the late day, bathing suits sandy and neon-bright.  The moon was rising and the sky was pink and 
blue and the water was warm and buoyant with salt and it was so easy and perfect that I didn’t 
know what to do.  Sit here? On this beach here? Like this? In the sand? Don’t talk? Talk? 
Someone offered me a piece of chicken.  I took it.  I took a shrimp.  I took a biscuit.  The 
moon was still rising.  The beer was warming in the car, but now I had been given a glass of 
white wine in a red plastic cup with some melting ice.  The sand was carved in rivulets before us 
and the legs of the chairs leaned forward as if to goad our attention toward the moon on the 
water.   I found a low place to sit still holding my shrimp on a stick and my chicken in a greasy 
paper and one pinky hooked around the white wine with ice cubes clacking the plastic.  I buried 
 68 
 
my cup halfway into the sand and put my toes into the white grains.  Silky-squeaky.  Bayou.  
Beautiful.  
The women were blonde and soft-spoken, calling now and then to the children and 
chatting quietly.  The men were about the business of standing, dark haired and variable in 
height; beers in hand, tugging at ropes that ran eventually to the boat.  They were handsome.  
They wore khaki shorts and pastel-colored shirts.  Evidence of sunshine lay on their skin in 
bronze tones and lightened sideburns. 
What privacy they had cultivated here on this little sandbar in the bayou!—what a private 
goodness! The city, if you could call it that, within sight of our tiny island of only-family! How 
perfectly pure! How fascinating to watch the sun set on our brief island home! 
3.1 What is being connected? 
Connection is a powerful concept.  In order to experience the kind of connection known by 
Zonians inside and outside of the Canal, it necessitates a shared conceptual system in the 
language of all of the speakers; shared Idealized Cognitive Models, shared deictic center and 
grammatical gestalts.  Recall first mention of experiential gestalts in reference to Lakoff and 
Johnson’s work in section 1.4.1.  Their example of an experiential gestalt is a linguistic pattern 
which encodes much more information than its surface form lets on, as in the case of a child 
which has mastered a two-word sentence but by it is able to communicate a whole series of 
observations.   
In section 2.2.1, I observed that phrase patterns and identical answers to certain interview 
questions indicate that one of the experiential gestalts for the Zonian was the expression of 
longing for home.  I would include here those patterned, identical phrases to point out the 
additional aspect of the perfect quality of the home: “Panama was the best place in the world to 
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grow up!  There is no place like Panama!  You could ride your bike at midnight; everyone knew 
everyone else’s parents; you could walk home from the movie theater after dark…” These 
sentences often came in the same order, with the same wording.  They were clues to a concept or 
an Idealized Cognitive Model shared by the speakers very specifically, but that to me seemed 
two-dimensional and rote, as if they had memorized answers to the questions before they were 
asked. 
The sense of surreal belonging and aesthetic perfection that I experienced on the little 
bayou with my estranged cousins was so desirable, but so foreign that it made me uncomfortable.  
It was like peering into a life which was not being offered, but previewed: wealth, beauty, quiet, 
secure position.  Allowed to look, but not too far removed from the cognitive model which 
would allow me to find my own place in it, I simply watched, in delicate fear that some brute 
aspect of my behavior would give me away, tip them off to the fact that I didn’t really belong—
and never could.   
While utopia can often bring up the image of division, it is clear that there is a powerful 
force at work if you are inside the island, within the Zone, or, like in the introductory story taken 
from my field notes, “in the family.”   
In the case of the Panama Canal, it is evident upon casual observation that Zonians share 
an exclusive view of the world, which enables them to experience a strong sense of belonging.  
But does this sense of belonging hold among Zonians?  Or is it only experienced as a comfort to 
the degree that it shuts the “other” out?   
In order to explore this powerful connection, I sought to now interpret the latter half of 
the official motto: “the land divided, the world united.”  If the land is being divided, what is the 
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world which is being united?  Contrasted with the physical digging of the land, world takes on a 
more symbolic meaning. 
In the image “Kiss of Two Oceans,” the connection is idealized in the visage of two 
ladies, with flowing locks of hair, kissing at the Panama Canal.  The oceans, represented by the 
two faces, are the Atlantic and Pacific.  At the meeting portrayed in the image, the oceans’ “kiss” 
is made possible by the water which now flows through the Panama Canal.  This image is 
romantic and appealing to the eye; it is a representation of the connection which is made at the 
Panama Canal between the Atlantic Ocean and the Pacific Ocean.  In addition to conveying the 
message that the Canal is connecting these major bodies of water, the image itself connects the 
Panama Canal to the shape of the human body, the human face, to the human being itself.  
“We continually project the body into the world in order that its image might return to us:  
onto the other, the mirror, the animal, and the machine, and onto the artistic image” (Steward 
1992: 125).  Stewart goes on to explain how it is only in parts that the body is known, and it is 
only by abstracting the body that it can be seen as a whole.  Like the canal “The body presents 
the paradox of contained and container at once.  Thus our attention is continually focused upon 
the boundaries or limits of the body; known from an exterior, the limits of the body as object; 
known from an interior, the limits of its physical extension into space” (Stewart 1992: 104). 
In the act of connecting, the Canal is to the Zonian the image of the self in the mirror; it is 
a hallowed object which can only be seen by the imagination, hence it is perpetually sought in 
reflection after reflection. For this reason, the imaginary place of utopia is the only realm where 
the Canal and the Canal Zone can perpetually abide in the stately grace known to the Zonian.  
Like the body, and especially the face, the Canal itself cannot be seen, not really: it is filled up 
with water.  The work that has gone into the Canal, the digging of the trench and then the 
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building of the locks and the filling up of the channels culminates in an object, the importance of 
which is only matched by the obscurity thereof, like the human face or private zones of the body. 
Previously we looked at language which spoke of the Canal as RESTRAINT REMOVAL 
and more broadly, a divide (Johnson 1987: 46-47).  There is also language which conveys this 
new image.  This language renders to the Canal another power than that of dividing: the power of 
connecting. The image schema which conveys this connection is that of PATH (Johnson 1987: 
113).  PATH, which conveys a meaning whether discussing the source, the end, or the middle, 
brings together the secondary schema of PATH-SOURCE-GOAL (Johnson 1987: 113-115), where 
the focus is more like the image schema of link, where two ends are being connected, as in the 
case of the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans in the image included in Figure 3. 
In this image, the Canal acts as a means by which two opposing forces are able to reach 
one another. Consider the following examples, all of which were taken from McCullough’s 
meticulous history of the Panama Canal, which begins with the conquistadors in the 1400’s and 
ends with the completion of the Canal in 1914 (McCullough 1977). Many of these nicknames are 
corroborated elsewhere, like in Missal’s (2009) Seaway to the Future, Yu and Maurer’s The Big 
Ditch, and Julie Greene’s (2009) Canal Builders. These nicknames for the Canal express the 
notion of the Canal as a PATH or road.  Beneath these analogies is the image schematic metaphor 
of PATH, which serves as an instance of conceptual blending as it is intimately tied to and 
dependant on the metaphor of RESTRAINT REMOVAL discussed in Chapter 2. 
Panama Canal as Connection 
 The world’s crossroads 
 PATH  between the seas 
 Bridge of water 
 Meeting of East and West 
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In each of these examples the Canal is seen as a PATH (and in some, a bit more like a link 
between two objects) where previously there was no passageway, or the linked objects were 
separated by a barrier or RESTRAINT.  The “world” that is being connected is not quite as literal, 
however, as the land being divided.  It is not the continents, nor the country of Panama.  The 
East-West world, the one being connected, speaks of imaginary things, finding their origin far 
away from one another, coming together explicitly as a result of the existence of the Panama 
Canal.  It is the silk road of trade, the world of commerce, and the world of the famous charge 
“Go West, Young Man.” It is the enchanting, entirely possible world of new frontiers. 
This connection speaks of foreign parties.  But for a long time, the Panama Canal Zone 
was mainly business between the East and the West coast of the United States. While The Canal 
certainly connects much more of “the world” than the coasts of North America, the suggestion in 
the image of “The Kiss” does not bear witness to the plain economics of the Panama Canal.  The 
Canal serves as a mighty shortcut to the powerful and the wealthy.  If you can pay to get there 
faster, the Panama Canal will connect commodity to consumer.  
Even though the Canal may, at its basic function, connect a “world” of commercial trade,  
for the monolingual, patriotic citizen of the Canal Zone, the “world” that was reflected back from 
their Canal (the world represented in the official motto) was one that was powerfully, intimately 
connected—the world of belonging itself.  This was the Canal Zone so often described to me as 
“one big family.”  Beneath the banner “world united,” the Zonians’ experience was not that they 
were united to strangers nor by the bare numbers of a computer-like economy; but united 
humanly, passionately, and eternally among themselves.   
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3.1.1 The social connection   
This social connection was expressed in the uniformity of lifestyle both externally and internally 
in the Canal Zone.    I have already mentioned that the Canal Zone was a planned community; 
similar to utopia, this planned community had very similarly structured buildings, jobs, and 
diversionary activities.  The iconic pattern of each town made each town seem like home, 
creating a familiarity that would be hard to duplicate outside of the Canal Zone.  Every Zonian 
was from a small town, and every small town in the Canal Zone was like every other town in the 
Canal Zone. 
Within this small town, the uniform housing was also composed of quarters which would 
be shared by and frequently exchanged among families.  Families lived in two, four, or six-
family units, and living quarters were frequently changing as families bid for better housing with 
the increase of seniority.  Unlike the mandatory barracks of the military, these houses had 
beautiful grounds which had been cultivated to please the eye. 
The transient nature of one’s house emphasized the connection between all Zonians.  
Zonians aren’t ignorant of their insulation, but neither could they do anything about it.  In the 
words of Sandra’s boyfriend, Charlie “we had to leave Mayberry, for hell.  It was like a couple 
of island boys from Lanai going to live in downtown New York City” (07.1-Charlie, Author 
Interview).  Several Zonians, including old-timers and legacy Zonians told comic stories of how 
unprepared they were for the speed of work expected of them when they found their first jobs 
during or just after college in the United States.  “In the Zone we looked out for each other,” 
lamented Gerald, an old-timer and descendant of legacy Zonians.  “These guys didn’t even want 
to give me a chance to try and catch up” (speaking of his first job experience stateside).  This 
was following a story he had told about coming to work one day only to find two West Indians 
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asleep in a wheelbarrow.  “Those guys were so lazy,” he wheezed with pleasure, “Good for 
nothing, I tell you…” and his voice lilts off into the imitation of the Jamaican accent that I had 
come to recognize as a standard part of such stories (14-Gerald June 20, 2013). 
Besides the familiarity of the towns and the intimacy of shared space, the great comfort 
of the Canal Zone was the absence of worry about finances.  Because it was in the interest of the 
government to keep a contented population in Panama running the Canal, the Canal Zone was 
designed in such a way as to satisfy the citizens, right down to the free housing, annual month-
long vacations for each person employed by the Isthmian Canal Commission, and low-cost 
commissary grocery stores. 
3.1.2 The emotional connection 
3.1.2.1 Canal Zone 
The powerful emotional connection experienced by Zonians was demonstrated to me in the 
middle of the reunion when I saw an older gentleman trying to find his hometown on a map of 
the Canal Zone. I was wandering through one of the enormous meeting rooms with plush carpets 
and giant chandeliers hanging from the ceilings.  Rectangular cafeteria-style tables, covered in 
long table cloths were set up to make a long maze of aisles.  I wandered rather quickly through 
the aisles, glancing at each display.  The artifacts were not all old, as I imagined would be in a 
museum, but each of them had a piece of paper nearby on the table, with a pen, for the silent 
auction which would conclude on the last day of the reunion. 
A part of the museum display was a row of maps along the inside wall.  These were big 
maps that looked like architect’s blueprints.  The maps were mounted flat and placed onto easels, 
each one about 3’ by 5.’  The individual blocks and lots were marked with little rectangles and 
there was a key at the bottom of each map with numbers.  Beside each map hung a string,  and 
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on the string, two sharpies—one red, one black—and you could find your place on the map and 
put your name down in the little town where you had lived in The Zone.  The red pen was for 
one end of the Canal and the black was for the other. 
I stopped and stared at one of these maps, the map marked “Gatun.”  To my left, a few 
feet away, a man stood looking at the map with his arms crossed over his chest.  He was wearing 
a striped shirt with short sleeves, buttons, and a collar. His shoes were shiny and black, like his 
pants.  His shirt was tucked in and his belt was of smooth woven fabric with a metal box clasp.  
His hair was shaved very close, cut in a flat top.  It was dark hair, very gray near the temples and 
silver where it pointed stiffly toward the ceiling above his forehead.  I leaned toward the map to 
ask the man if he was from Gatun. “Well, I lived there,” he answered.  His presence reminded 
me of my high school biology teacher, an ex-army sergeant and football coach.   
“My dad went to Cristobal, grew up in Gatun,” I said, “I’ve never actually been to the 
Canal Zone.  “Oh!” That man clasped his hands together and nodded vigorously.  “Best place in 
the world to grow up!  It was wonderful” he said.   
“Where did you live?”  I asked him.   
He was looking at the map with his arms crossed again and as I asked the question he 
leaned in, squinting.  With one sturdy finger, he traced a soft line down a row of rectangles.  
Slowly, slowly, his finger with its Masonic ring led the way down, down.  His finger stopped in a 
blank space.  He said nothing, so I looked at him.  His adam’s apple moved up and down with 
effort and tears had made their way from the outside edges of his eyes to the crags in his cheeks 
and were working their way down like cautious climbers. Without turning to me he took a deep 
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breath in and sniffed hard, nodding at where his finger stabbed the paper.   “This was my house, 
here.  Right in the heart of Gatun.  It’s covered in water now.  It’s not even there anymore.” 
Not knowing what to say I stared intently at the empty white space beneath his finger.  I 
knew he was referring to the Canal expansion project; they were widening the Panama Canal for 
the current size of seafaring container ships.  Parts of certain places had been covered in water, 
including his old house.  Seeing such a tough guy in pain made me cringe inwardly.  I 
underestimated the power of the connection, and had grown somewhat weary of the overweening 
nostalgia.  Now here I was, in the face of real grief, and it was startlingly familiar. 
“Have you been back to the Zone since … since …” I trailed off, not wanting to throw 
salt on the wound of his drowned home.  “Yeah, been back!”  He said.  “Took a cruise!” He was 
silent for a moment, then he said quietly “It’s all gone.” 
I learned his name.  Aquino, but he said it sans accent.  “Uh-kwain-oh.”  His wife, no, not 
here, not from the Canal Zone.  “She came a few times, but she gets annoyed with all of these 
loonies, carrying on.  She doesn’t really understand it.”  By this time Aquino had resumed his 
former attitude and was once more standing stoic, grinning.  Before he walked away he said “you 
should get down there sometime, check it out” (19.1-Aquino, Author Interview). 
3.1.2.2 Royal Room 
It wasn’t only those from Panama or connected to the Panama Canal Zone who longed for an 
imagined home.  During the year-plus it took me to synthesize the information I had collected in 
my travels through the Canal Zone interviews, I lived in a gentrifying little neighborhood in 
Seattle’s south end, called Columbia City.  Employed by a pair of local musicians at the popular 
venue The Royal Room; I waited tables during the evening and wrote during the day.   
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No matter the weather, the night would wind down by 2 AM as the last fans swigged 
their beers and made their way, still calling out conversations, to the door.  After the sound 
cables were coiled and the sticky circles of vodka were wiped from each table; after the 
bartender had pulled the blinds, whoever was still lingering might make their way to the green 
room to unwind for a bit before going home.   
Everyone would find a seat and get comfortable.  Lights turned way down low, or off, Ian 
would plug the fan in, balance it atop a chair, and aim toward the faces of the cigarette smokers.  
When everything was to his liking, he would let out a big, grinning sigh, pop the top of his 
Tecate and lean back in his chair until only two legs were resting on the floor, eyes closed in 
weary joy. 
Ian was the bar manager, who, like all the owners’ employees, was also a friend, and took 
care of the place like he owned it.   The other waitress was the owner’s daughter.  Most of the 
people in the room had known each other for more than 20 years, so there was a sense of 
unofficial family (31.1-Ian, Author Interview).   
It seemed Ian enjoyed these “sessions” more than anyone, and it was his voice that led 
out in conversations—always about the same topic: utopia.  He would start with a picture of a 
tiny acre of land next to a lake, add a fishing pole, then a small boat, until, item by item, the 
bucolic scene of his personal paradise seemed so near you just wanted to reach out and grab it for 
him (31.1-Ian, Author Interview). 
It was fascinating, to say the least, to hear someone confess on so many occasions that 
they were “just about to get it going” in one way or another, “gonna have a little utopia” (31.1-
Ian, Author Interview).  Eliminate a few of the pesky struggles, add only the people who loved 
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you and you loved them, make sure there was enough for everyone, no pressure to perform, very 
limited work, and voila! Utopia. 
Located outside of time and space, Ian’s utopia could exist without interruption or threat 
of change.  By dwelling within the metaphor of his idealized state, he drew us into that world 
with him.  To hear him talk about his utopia was to be invited into the fantasy.  His creation of 
that metaphor for us established a sense of powerful belonging, and, like any utopia, effectively 
muted the existence of anything beyond the green room door. 
3.1.2.3 Utopia in modern culture 
Ian wasn’t the only one who sought connection, the ideal sense of belonging, within a utopian 
metaphor.  As I looked around, I realized that utopia was a prevalent theme.  From burger joint 
slogans to whole sections of society, I became aware that utopias were under constant 
construction.  
The word Utopia is defined by Webster’s dictionary as “an imaginary and indefinitely 
remote place; a place of ideal perfection” (2003: 1379).  While this definition conveys two 
principal qualities of utopia, the imaginary and the perfect, the use of utopia in popular culture 
has come to emphasize only that aspect of utopia as a flawless state. The imaginary or intangible 
quality of utopia is disregarded in favor of the ideal. Simultaneously, the darker implications of 
utopia are dealt with by splitting the unfavorable into a separate or sub-genre; dystopia, which is 
itself a part of utopia.   
One such example of a developing utopia is the city of Portland, Oregon. Portland 
receives attention from many different website for its “platinum” status as “a cyclists utopia” 
(Smith 2014), while alternately referred to as “a sustainable utopia” (Smith 2016), “a culinary 
utopia” (Evans 2015), and “a beer-lover’s utopia” (Brown 2016). Most recently, beer maker 
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Samuel Adams released a speciality beer called simply “Utopia” (Artist 2015).   Heather Smith, 
who writes about Portland as a “cyclist’s utopia,” expands the idea of Portland-cycle-topia 
further by detailing the history of cycling and the way the city was constructed to become biker-
friendly (Smith 2014).  The interchangeability of perfection and utopian conditions indicate that 
for the most part, the use of utopia in a marketing campaign is the allusion to perfection achieved 
in a target domain, rather than imagined. 
It wasn’t only utopias which I noticed under constant construction, but the word ‘utopia’ 
itself was undergoing morphological processes made by removing the ‘u-’ and replacing it with 
the topic of the given advertisement, the resulting word hinting at the achievement of a perfected 
state of the offering.  An example of this takes place in Vancouver, Washington, where one of 
the local movie theaters is called “Cinetopia” (Cinetopia 2017).  It is more than a movie theater; 
it is a destination where moviegoers can eat, drink, and watch to their heart’s content.  
Subcategories of the business: “Vinotopia” and “Brewtopia” further expresses this sentiment and 
demonstrate the morphological process at work upon the word ‘utopia’ (Cinetopia 2017). 
In a final note on the curious processes affecting the word ‘utopia’ and revealing 
something of the parameters of this Idealized Cognitive Model, I have found an increasing 
number of references to the ideal state made by yet another play on the word ‘utopia,’ beyond 
just what Thomas More had in mind.  This is the removal of the /u-/ and the replacing it with the 
word ‘you.’ The resulting term, ‘youtopia,’ touches on the idea that your personal success in a 
given area is an ideal state.  In one iteration, youtopia.com, “Youtopia” is described as “the 
classroom management platform you’ve been daydreaming about.”  This company also offers 
management tools for K-8, High Schools, Greek Organizations, NPO’s, and Cultural Institutions, 
directing readers to “Use Youtopia to do good, better” (Youtopia 2015).  The final example is the 
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use of the term ‘Youtopia’ by the Burning Man “burn” (party) last year in San Diego 
(SDyoutopia 2016), where the overall purpose is expressed as “an annual experiment in 
temporary community dedicated to radical self-expression and radical self-reliance…” (Burning 
Man 2017).  Again, in this iteration we find the underlying idea to be one of elevating the 
individual’s preferences to an ideal state as realized by that individual.  
While popular usage of the word retreats from the untenable nature of utopia, the 
imaginary quality is not completely obscured, based on the words themselves: ideal and perfect.  
The very notion of an ideal, from Platonic philosophy of a pure immaterial pattern, concerns an 
archetype or a mental image (Harper 2001). Even in the older sense of the word perfect there is 
the inclusion of just such an abstract quality, in the sense that perfect refers to something entire, 
complete, something located in the past.   The grammatical usage of perfect as completed in the 
past has been around since the 1500’s, and comes closer to correlating with the “no-place” aspect 
of the utopia referred to in current culture (Harper 2001).  Mirroring the hypothetical of the past 
is the dream of the future.  The imaginary is once again at play within the realm of the dream or 
the vision, where the notional utopia remains an immaterial ideal.  Inaccessible, these realms of 
past and future are indestructible, lending all utopias a simultaneous sense of remoteness and 
perpetuity.   
Because of this indestructible nature, the poetic picture painted during our green room 
sessions was more truly utopian than had Ian arrived at his lake and fishing pole, with friends 
surrounding him. 
In another instance, a popular local burger joint which sources organic and local 
ingredients advertises on their letter board that the coming of the new 1/3lb kobe beef burger is a 
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“burger lover’s utopia!.”7 Another perusal, this one of various writing retreats in the Pacific NW 
and California, describes one cabin as “a writer’s Utopia” for its “quiet remove” and “thoughtful 
spaces.”8 
By touching on the utopic in the mind of the receiver, the utopian metaphor immediately 
leaps into play, and becomes, as an ideal, more truly utopian than the tangible materials being 
advertised.  Instead of the material things bringing the sense of connection and belonging, being 
inside of a metaphor brings the sensation of belonging.   
Many self-declared utopias emphasize connection, separation being all that is necessary 
in order to belong within the community.  The Fourier phalanxes, New Harmony communities, 
and the Amana Colonies all proceed from the socialist concept of a utopia, marking out acreage 
for themselves where their village(s) could be built to the prescription of the ideal socialist 
community. 
3.2 Acts of connection  
Reunions are not the only acts of connection which Zonians make, and I was privileged to 
participate in and observe some of these. The rituals unrolled as we carried ourselves through 
each of the three days I would spend in Pensacola, and were continued and expanded on in the 
broader Zonian company at the reunion.  Three rituals in particular embody Zonian culture in 
North America, as I experienced it. 
3.2.1 Christmas tree burn 
In Panama it was always an exciting time of year when the trees would come to the isthmus from 
North America and families would smell the familiar scent of pine, trimming their trees together 
and celebrating Christmas.   
                                                     
7
 Personal observation at the Burgerville on Thurston Way in Vancouver, WA, July 12 2014 
8
 Seen on an Idyllwild brochure from September, 2013 
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Once Christmas was over the neighborhood kids would hide and hoard the dead 
Christmas trees in a competition to see who could get the most trees for the biggest bonfire. 
Joseph (03.1-Joseph, Author Interview), a Zonian who now lives in Washington state still 
holds an annual Christmas tree burn, only hiding and hoarding trees is no longer necessary.  He 
simply invites family, friends, and neighbors to bring their dismantled Christmas trees out to his 
property where he sets up a skyscraper of a bonfire, throwing trees on top of the burning mass as 
guests arrive.   
While certain elements of the northern Christmas celebration are not iconic of Panama—
the hot chocolate, the necessary mittens, white breath on the frosty air, crystalline stars in an icy 
sky—the sense of ritual, of doing something with others, of community and joviality which were 
elements of the original practice are captured in this lingering ritual which started in the Panama 
Canal Zone. I discuss three of these rituals in the remainder of this section. 
3.2.2 All pie or no pie 
The first, I call “The Ritual of Pie.” Every time we were out to eat, for instance (which was 
often!) there was the fight over who would and or would not have or share dessert.  This I came 
to refer to as the pie argument. While there were several lively discussions which might occur 
throughout the course of the meal, the hubbub, shouted questions, and arguing generally related 
to consumption and order taking.  First there would be the argument about whether or not “we” 
wanted any appetizers and which appetizers “we” didn’t want.  Once the audible votes had been 
cast, it may or may not become apparent who really did want the item—because they would say 
a phrase consisting of two parts: the first part indicating conditional desire of an item, the second 
stating the condition: that they only wanted pie if someone else did, e.g. “Well, I’d have some of 
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those fried pickles but not if I’m the only one—I certainly couldn’t eat them all” something to 
that effect.   
Since people were generally hungrier at the time of initially being seated in the 
restaurant, it was less of a hassle to get someone to wholly support your desire for “x” item.  Pie 
or dessert on the other hand, resulted in a great deal more fussing.  If the fussing went on for 
more than five minutes, the argument was generally retired, with sidelong glances and silence, 
and the item was not selected.  The raising of one’s fork in a whitened fist when the fought-
against piece came, if it finally came, seemed to decry the nonchalance with which the 
discussion had occurred. 
3.2.3 Inscribing the world together by driving around before the movies 
 The second ritual which I observed was driving around together to look at neighborhoods.  This 
ritual went something like this:   
Everyone has made a plan to go to the movies at 7 PM.  It is 6:30 PM, we have just 
finished the pie ritual, and someone suggests “We should drive by the old Miller homestead [fill 
in the name of a place or an object] before we go to the theater.”  Murmurs of assent are 
followed by gathering purses and coats and getting into the cars.  With Zonians, the more people 
you can fit in a car, the better.  If you are sitting in the front of the car, the people in front talk to 
you; if you are sitting nearer to the back, the people nearest you talk to you. 
Going to see “x” involves driving in a circuitous pattern around as many known 
landmarks and through places which may have changed over the years.  The people in the car 
talk about these houses, docks, restaurants, and quays; they remember aloud who lived where, 
what happened, if the AC in that house was working, when so-and-so died, where the tiler who 
 84 
 
laid the roof tiles came from and whether he had done it right, when that tiny pond was dug, who 
used to own that townhouse, when they sold, what was there before, etc.   
The external, in this case, acts as a map for the memory, the world inscribed by those 
within the car.  The car is like a vessel, not unlike the train of thought, which carries those within 
the vehicle from place to place, like visiting memories together one at a time.  This act of 
nostalgia is seen by Zonians as a desirable and natural part of being together, quite possibly of 
greater attraction than the “main attraction” we would be going to see on the big screen.   
It was during these times that I came to read the world in Zonian a little better: a record 
of changes, each one a loss; the slipping away of places even as memory and the passage of time 
slipped away, and all of it done through language.  The names of places, of people, the memory 
of what was there before and who was there, all of these words serving the shared vision of the 
world, re-inscribing the world with the shape of the metaphor within which they live.  In this 
case, the container of the car served as a tiny island, secure and boundaried, within which the 
occupants could safely reminisce.; a path back to their utopia.  A tiny zone. 
 
3.2.4 Back door as front door 
If you have described one city, you have described them all.  The houses extend in a 
continuous row along either side of a twenty-foot-wide street.  They have large gardens 
in the back of their houses.  They have a door which opens onto the street and a backdoor 
opening onto the garden.  There is nothing private anywhere. (More 2001: 57) 
          
Another of these simple, ritual practices was using the backdoor as the main door of the house.  I 
have already mentioned how, in the Zone, the Zonians lived in multiple-family homes which 
afforded a great deal of close interaction; in opposition to that they now generally live in single-
family homes in middle to upper-middle-class neighborhoods.  Sometimes, there is more than 
one generation living beneath one roof, but little else about these houses compares to the sense of 
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communal property which Zonians knew in the Zone, as they moved in and out of close spaces 
which had been inhabited by friends and neighbors before them.   
The Zonian family homes in North America appear to be houses typical of the region.  
My uncle’s house was one such edifice, with a pleasant brick appearance, a waving American 
flag, and a neatly kept yard.  As you face the house, the front door is featured at the center of the 
house.  But it is not this door that the family uses to come in and out of the house.  Instead, there 
is a backdoor which is the main door used to enter and exit the house.   
Behind the house is a large yard and a garden, a patio extending from the house with a 
glass table and a large umbrella, and a kidney-shaped swimming pool with a slide and a diving 
board. 
The backdoor cannot be seen from the front of the house, and it is locked with a keypad 
which opens via code.  In fact, the key code is the same series of numbers as my host’s 
childhood phone number growing up in the Canal Zone! Because it is only family and friends 
who know to use this door, the back door-front door dichotomy serves to filter people by level of 
intimacy.  If someone is knocking on the front door, it immediately alerts the members of the 
household to the presence of a stranger.  Whereas whether the backdoor is locked or not, there is 
no formality for entering, no prolonged waiting.  Whoever enters through the back door promises 
to be a familiar face. 
This was the case in every Zonian home I have visited, including my relatives’ house.  
The front door was only used by salespeople, visitors, and repeat visitors, if they had not come in 
the company of one of the members of or friends of the household.  While I have been to other, 
non-Zonian homes where this practice was observed, I found the prevalence of the back door as 
the main door in Zonian homes consistently uninterrupted. 
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Though I was only a visitor, I was always invited in through the back door.  At the first 
house, upon trying to figure out where to park and how to approach in a sheet of tropical Florida 
rain, I was asked twice “why didn’t you come in through the back!?  We knew you were 
coming!”  I surmised that this back door entry permission was because I was to be an overnight 
guest in the home, but could it have been because I was on Zone business?   
If I had observed anything by the time I was visiting Zonians, it was that the Canal Zone 
held a special place in the heart of the Zonian.  At times this communicated itself as “off limits;” 
at other times it meant stories upon stories accompanied by photos.  The addition of the 
information about the back door-as-front-door could perhaps be a spatial analogy to the “special” 
or “reserved” place the Canal Zone held.  The back door indicates a level of intimacy and 
familiarity with the home which is iconic of the intimacy and familiarity among Zonians in the 
Canal Zone. Even in the case of one of the least nostalgic Zonians I visited (“It may have been 
the best place to grow up!  But how would I know? It was the only place I grew up!”), I 
discovered that the back door key code was the last four digits of the phone number his family 
had had when he was growing up in the Zone (10.1-Craig, Author Interview). 
As we will see in the next section, there were other tactile references to intimacy and 
connection which would surface, providing evidence of the importance of the object in 
reclaiming memories and fantasies.   
3.3 Objects of connection 
For those who lived in the Canal Zone, in addition to verbal references to the utopian metaphor 
or the idyllic state, (noted in converse by disparagement of the present circumstance, never up to 
par), there was also a language of objects which spoke, especially for legacy Zonians, to the 
meaning and importance of the Canal and the Canal Zone.  Even in cases where the Canal Zone 
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was treated lightly, or the persons declared themselves to have “gotten over it,” the objects still 
stood like sentries in their households, testifying to the unseen, unspoken presence of the Canal 
Zone.  From the harpie eagle earrings in Miss Peggy’s ears, to the giant brass seal of the Canal 
Zone which hung lurking on unexpected walls, the signs of the Zone are everywhere in the 
dwelling places of the Zonian. 
3.3.1 The Daughters of the American Revolution 
The Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) maps I mentioned briefly, but they are an 
important symbol of connection between the Zonian family and American history.  These maps 
simultaneously represent patriotism, prestige, privilege, and like all things Canal, connection to 
something important. In essence, the DAR map creates a path through time from the matriarch of 
the proposed Zonian household to an important matriarchal figure in the past. 
I saw these framed family trees done in beautiful calligraphy hanging on the wall in each 
guest room I was given in the Zonian home.  The map is a genealogy connecting the lineage of a 
woman of the Zonian household to one of the women who supported and/or fought for American 
independence.   
A non-profit, the DAR boasts that it is one of the most inclusive genealogical societies in 
the country, where “Any woman 18 years or older-regardless of race, religion, or ethnic 
background-who can prove lineal descent from a patriot of the American Revolution, is eligible 
for membership” (DAR 2017). 
Emphasizing the patriotism of the female within the Zonian home, the DAR is an 
unspoken statement of identity.  It is from the female hostess that one might receive permission 
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to stay at the Zonian home; so it is the female who communicates her allegiance to her flag from 
the wall of the guest room in which her guest is housed. 
3.3.2 Grandfather clock 
The Grandfather clock, another item referred to briefly, is an heirloom common to every 
Zonian’s house I visited.  This clock, often seen in close proximity to the front door, is an 
English, weight-drive pendulum clock, sometimes with complex and beautiful tones which ring 
the hour.   
The masculine aspect of time is connected to the male figure in the Zonian household, 
since these clocks are usually passed down through the family line by way of the fathers.  The 
grandfather clock, also called a longcase clock, were for a long time the world’s most accurate 
time keeping technology (Edwin 2015).  The stateliness of the clock is now revered for its 
historic and antique value.  For the legacy Zonian the grandfather clock speaks of connection to 
the past, to excellence in workmanship, and to gratitude and honor toward those who have come 
before us.  Again, in the grandfather clock, we have the creation of a path through time, in this 
case a connection from the patriarch within the Zonian household to another patriarch of import, 
representing and underscoring the importance of their work in the Canal Zone as part of a greater 
series of acts which connect the individual to the timeless values held by the founders of the 
United States. 
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3.3.3 Great Brass Seal of Panama  
    
Figure 4 The Great Brass Seal of the Canal Zone, Author’s photograph. 
The great brass seal of Panama, as it has been illustrated in figure 4, is an enormous brass plate 
with a raised pattern depicting the official seal of the Canal Zone.  These seals were once the size 
of a fingertip or a thumb; the augmentation which they have received both in size and weight is 
directly related to the loss of the Canal and the Canal Zone.  The heaviness of the seal and the 
breadth of it seem to insist “this is important,” in a world where this very object, this very sign, 
has become completely and totally obsolete.  It no longer serves as an official symbol; it is 
relegated to the realm of souvenir.  It is only now a part of the currency of nostalgia with which 
the Zonian deals. 
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3.4 Conclusion 
As we read about the ways that Zonians connect, it becomes apparent that there is a codified 
system of Zonian references and strategies which can immediately establish the camaraderie, 
emotional warmth, and sense of belonging sought through such connections.  Some of these are 
ritual activities left over from Canal Zone days like the Christmas tree burn; others are objects 
which stand as pointers to elements and values of the shared culture of the Zonian, like the DAR 
maps and the grandfather clock.     
In each of these instances we notice that the very acts which can be seen as exclusive or 
divisive can also be construed as acts of connection which strengthen the Zonian community.  
Here we must rely especially on the work of Fauconnier and Turner to explain how two 
seemingly paradoxical metaphors for the Canal and its Zone become blended into a richer, more 
in-depth concept (2006). 
4. Conclusion: Connection as division 
In this paper we have considered the intertextuality of the utopian metaphor in the language and 
place of the Panama Canal Zone culture, where the motto “dividing to connect” explicitly reveals 
the paradoxical themes of this utopia.  We have seen how the motto “dividing to connect” 
succinctly represents the culture and purpose of the Canal itself, beginning with its physical task 
of both dividing and connecting, and how that culture and task is embodied by the people of the 
Canal, the Zonians.  From the physical design and purpose of the Canal, we see how Zonians 
continue to map onto their world the principles embodied in the Canal itself, expressing the 
concepts of division and connection long after the Canal Zone no longer exists along the banks 
of the Panama Canal. 
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In the first chapter, I discussed the nature of the question addressed in this thesis, namely, 
how is “dividing to connect” expressed by the Zonians who lived in the Panama Canal Zone?  I 
also addressed the approach to the research, both methodologically and 
philosophically/theoretically.  I discussed the way interviewees were chosen, how they were 
approached, where interviews took place, what structure they followed, and how anonymity of 
the interviewees was protected. 
4.1 Chapter review 
It was also in Chapter 1 where I laid a foundation for understanding the when and the how of the 
Panama Canal Zone, as well as a description of the poetic or imaginary utopia as a guide for the 
ongoing metaphor.  I touched on the intellectual voices which came together to inform this 
thesis, and briefly reviewed those who had the greatest influence on this work. 
In Chapter Two, we isolated the “divide” of the motto, inspecting the linguistic, social, 
political and economic divisions within Zonian culture.  Beginning with a story about getting 
away, escaping to the fantasy hotel where the reunion was held, we move through the various 
expressions of what we have called the “utopian gesture” to inspect the act of dividing in the life 
of the Zonian.  Analyzing the language, the photographs, and the overall narrative of the Panama 
Canal and Canal Zone, we discover the divide of central importance at the heart of the Canal and 
the surrounding culture, even as it echoes the act which brought utopia into existence: dividing 
from the continent to create a better world.  We likewise compare the political leadership, 
geographical structure of towns, and (some) social tenets of the Canal Zone with More’s Utopia, 
inspecting the curious detail in which the utopian fantasy was manifested at the Panama Canal.  
In this chapter we see the importance to the Zonian of dividing, echoing as it is the sole purpose 
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of the Canal, that very act of dividing representing the citizen’s pure adherence to fulfillment of 
their purpose. 
In Chapter Three, we isolate the “connect” part of the motto, remarking upon the 
incredible strength and power of connection, impervious to time, distance, conflict, and critique. 
Connection, we find in the utopian story, is actually strengthened by the immaterial state, where 
the ideal can finally return to its unchallenged perfect state. Chapter two, which opens with a 
sublime story of connection, gives us eyes to see these timeless mini-utopias within the United 
States where connection is being fostered in such a way as to promise people an escape from 
certain aspects of life into permanent circumstances which serve to isolate and emphasize only 
those aspects of life to which they desire to be connected, like in the idyllic late-night daydream 
spoken by the jazz club bar manager.   
In this chapter, we take all of these connections into consideration, and inspect the 
language around the Canal as connection, comparing it to the utopian connection present both in 
the modern cultural examples and in utopia.  In addition, we consider the ways in which the 
Zonian artifacts and objects, having become obsolete in their official capacity to convey 
authority, assume the stricter demands of a relic or souvenir which connect the possessor to their 
memory of the perfect, augmenting even more the nostalgia for the untenable poetic utopia 
which lies at the heart of the memory of the Canal Zone. 
4.2 Connecting as dividing 
Here in the final Chapter, we take a close look of how the concepts of “dividing,” and 
“connecting,” the twin parameters of life in the Panama Canal Zone, are mutually dependent, 
locked into a mirroring of one another which offers endless interpretation and re-interpretation.  
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We explore the question which has arisen throughout the course of this work:  can dividing beget 
connecting?  We ultimately discover that, in the world of the Zonian, dividing and connecting 
are required in order to simulate the Panama Canal and the Zonian culture which sprang up 
around it.  For the Zonian, to connect is to divide, and connections cannot be made without 
separations. 
4.2.1 Utopia 
As we have done often throughout this work, we return to More’s Utopia to take a glance at the 
fantasy work where connecting and dividing operate in perfect simulacra.  We find in the overall 
narrative the story of the Zonian, embodied by the figure of Raphael Hythloday, the superior 
citizen who breezes into the courts of Europe to share his wisdom. 
Hythloday is the perfect emblem of the Zonian.  He hails from a perfected island, with 
wisdom; worldly knowledge; familiarity with printing presses and the published word; and 
considerable political and social insight.  Htyhloday is superior in every way, but also a desired 
presence by the statesmen, lawyers, and priests who make his acquaintance, because he is, like 
all other Utopians, without pride (More 1516). 
At one point in the narrative, those who receive Hythloday are so desirous to see him 
connected within their society that they urge him to join the court as an advisor to the King.  
Hythloday demurs, explaining that if he were to do so, he would not be able to maintain his 
Utopian values, and the very freedom to think as he does.  Though Hythloday is invited to join 
with these men, he chooses above all to maintain his utopian connections, which require him to 
remain apart (More 1516). 
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4.2.2 Strategies of connection  
In the case of the Zonian, the requirements of the Zonian connection are no less demanding.  
Recalling several interviewees, I found that pure enthusiasm for the Canal Zone was safest and 
most likely to be expressed for those whose lives were surrounded by other Zonians; for those 
whose spouses, associates, and social group members were also from the Canal Zone.  These 
Zonians seemed comfortable constantly reminiscing and talking about the Canal Zone, 
referencing it if necessary, but rarely, as it hovered in the background at all times. 
The only requirement for this type of Zonian was to occasionally turn up one’s nose at 
the current surroundings—the neighbors, the neighborhood, the way people hurry.  These 
references were always made as though the Zonian themselves did not actually live in the very 
neighborhood they were critical of.  These Zonians were also those for whom food experiences, 
like the pie ritual or variations of eating rituals evoked memories of far superior meals, superior 
recipes, superior service, known only by them, known only in the Canal Zone and the Panama to 
which Zonians ventured (14.2-Gerald, 15.2-Gladys, Author Interviews). 
Something of this can be seen in numerous YouTube videos posted by Zonians which 
depict a rapidly changing montage of photos set to music.  Recall the song and video mentioned 
in section 2.1, Zonian band Slim and Shorty’s “You Would Understand.” The verses are 
composed of a shouted list of places, objects, foods, or activities which are intimately known to 
Zonians.  The chorus approaches: you would understand/ if you knew what I know/ you would 
understand/ if you knew what I know/ Hey Mon! Hey Mon! Hey Mon!/ I’m a Zonian! Some of the 
photos in the montage include pictures of beer, of youths in sports uniforms, plates of food, 
plants, houses, bridges, insects, and animals, to name a few.  The final image, as the chorus 
repeats, off-key and out of tune, fixes on the image of the official seal of the Panama Canal 
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Zone: “the land divided, the world united” clearly seen around the now-familiar frigate nosing 
the banks of the Canal (Bates 2011). 
Another very similar video predicts the confusion when dividing and connecting collide.  
This video is also a series of images set to a hard rock song called “The Good Life,” by a 
scream-rock band called Three Days’ Grace.  The images in the video are more geared toward 
young people in swim attire and bottles of beer, but there are also references to the Carter 
treaties, like a close up of a red banner which reads “keep the Canal, give away Carter.”  (Recall 
in section 1.5.1 that the lingering sentiment at the 2013 reunion was that Carter had betrayed the 
Zonians; in their words, he “sold us down the river”). In the music video the rock band screams 
ironically in the background as the images flash by: all I want is a little of the good life/ all I 
need is a little of the good life (Skrable 2010).  These videos and their message that the Panama 
Canal Zone was “the good life” emphasize the association of being separate with being good, 
which Zonians seem to find the most appealing and hence their greatest loss: the comfort of not 
worrying about anything, the feeling of safety and protection (job security included), and perhaps 
because of all that was done by the government to make these circumstances reality, the sense of 
being very important (the community with “an international sense of purpose”  (Allen 2013: 1)).  
The confusion lies in the fact that the tone of the song is very clearly sarcastic, anguished.  It 
seems to convey exactly the mixture of longing and shame which hover around the Zonian who 
knew and still seeks “the good life.” 
On occasion, these confident Zonians’ enthusiasm was even strong enough to persuade 
the non-Zonian to take up the cause of the Canal Zone.  On a visit to the Panama Canal Museum 
Collection at the University of Florida, a student employee working on the Samuel Proctor Oral 
History Program described an interview she had heard which emphasized the importance of the 
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Canal Zone to these families.  In the interview, there is a story told by “grandma” (a Zonian).  
The grandma describes how there is a family get-together.  At one point, her four-year-old 
grandson, born in the continental U.S.A., bursts out weeping.  When she asks him what’s wrong, 
he tearfully demands to know why he was not born in the Canal Zone, desperately understanding 
the power of this place and belonging to it.   
In similar fashion, children at the reunions over the years were given a “Zonian in 
training” pin which authorized them in a way that being born in the continental U.S.A. hadn’t (I 
observed this firsthand).  One of these self-declared Zonians who had grown up in Florida and 
had regularly attended the reunions was a sunburned youth in his early twenties.  Scott was 
working for his dad’s stand in the market room, selling all manner of beer cozies, t-shirts, and 
drinking paraphernalia.   As I approached, I could see that he and his friend appeared somewhat 
inebriated, drinking a dark liquid from water bottles covered in the beer cozies they were selling, 
and smelling of marijuana.   Without missing a beat, he answered my question that he was not 
born in the Zone but was a Zonian at heart, proffering the cozies and the t-shirts in an aggressive 
manner (24.1-Scott, Author Interview).  His nexus of belonging as a Zonian seemed to 
emphasize “the good times” aspect of Zone life.  On the last day of the reunion, I saw him being 
arrested quietly in a side hallway of the hotel, still smiling and assuring everyone there was no 
problem, nothing wrong.  
In both the case of the youth and the children, the Zone plays such a prominent role that 
they take steps to establish a personal connection to it, where none physically exists; one through 
the “Zonian in training” pin and another, through an emulation of their interpretation of life in 
the Zone as being all about “the good days/good times.” 
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In terms of those who were not surrounded by other Zonians, I saw two different 
strategies employed in my interviewees.  The first strategy involved in escaping completely, 
waxing nostalgic out of the hearing of the non-Zonian spouse, whose approach (physically, to the 
place of our interview), was reacted to with abrupt silence.  The second was to refer to the Zone 
cursorily, dismissing any emotional tie and relegating it to its proper place in history.  The latter 
agreed, in presence of their spouse, that, yes, it was a great place to grow up, but this was 
predictable due to its time and place in history.  I often heard the phrase “look, you gotta 
understand…” followed by an explanation of the designed society the U.S. had built in the Canal 
Zone, the very society Missal studies in Seaway to the Future.  This latter group seemed to refuse 
the nostalgic pull of the Canal Zone.   
True, their houses were also decorated with grandfather clocks, DAR maps and the great 
brass seal of the Canal Zone, but within the narrative of the interview, the objects took their 
places alongside other family heirlooms of equal weight and value.  These also made up that 
handful of interviewees who had been to the annual reunion before but weren’t planning to go 
again.  
As for those Zonians still longing for the Canal Zone, there was a different strategy used 
for those who had who had married someone from the continent.  For these, there was a divide 
which had to be temporarily made in order to rekindle the connection to the Canal Zone.  The 
silence was the way the divide was constructed; but it was also established within the interview 
itself by favorable comparison of the Canal Zone with aspects of life in the present U.S., like rain 
patterns, weather, food, community activities, and the quality of one’s neighbors and 
acquaintances. 
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Blair Bates, whose 2008 interview I discuss in Section 2.1, serves as a perfect public 
representation of many of the Zonians I interviewed whose identities are concealed.  He makes 
the division from present circumstances explicit in the descriptions in his interview.  “When I 
lived in Panama,” Bates explains, “I was a punk teenager…I wanted to come to the States ‘cause 
the States had so much to offer.  But now that I’m in the States, I want what Panama had to 
offer!  I want, I want the tranquility…I want to just be able to, you know, wake up, and not have 
to worry about everything.  Back in Panama, I didn’t have to do that, it was, it was…better than 
paradise” (Bates 2009). 
About a minute into the interview, Bates claps a hand over his heart in a gesture I saw 
repeatedly in a few interviews, declaring meanwhile “Panama was here,” he motions to his head 
“not here,” and back to his heart “but here.  It was just what everybody felt inside.”  Bates 
continues, “…I never want to forget my time there, ever.  You know.  And there’s some people 
that I know, you know, that –friends of mine!! People I still love!—that prefer not think about 
those times, and to me it’s just, ‘why, man!?’…and these guys…they lived in this paradise and 
they had this great surrounding, this great growing up experience that you’ll never get anywhere 
else in the world, it doesn’t matter how great a country it is!—you’re not gonna get it—and they 
don’t wanna remember it, they wanna try and turn their back, nah nah nah, I take that back, not 
turn their back on it, but not necessarily relive it, whereas if I could relive it, I’d relive it 
everyday.  And I think the majority of us Zonians would, cause it was special” (Bates 2009).  
Like so many, Bates wears a wedding ring but makes no mention of his spouse.  Is she a 
Zonian? One wonders, considering her absence from the pleasure/longing narrative.  I heard 
verbatim the things Bates mentions in several of my Zonian interviews, most notably 1) wanting 
to come to the States when growing up in Panama, but now that one is an adult, wanting to be in 
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Panama 2) wanting to be in a place where you didn’t have to worry about anything, and 3) 
relationships or experiences (from weather to the taste of food) pertaining to the Canal Zone 
which, in memory are so incredibly fantastic that they render obsolete “not worthy to be 
compared” the experiences people have in the Zonian’s new surroundings, the Continental 
United States.  
This reminiscing I actually found somewhat painful to behold, because I experienced 
firsthand the presence of just such nostalgia in my own childhood home.  Bates becomes more 
animated as he continues down the road of comparison, summarizing “everything reminds you of 
Panama, everything.”  The high point of this interview, which best illustrates the dividing-as-
connecting, culminates in Bates’ comparison of his current friendships and relationships and 
those he remembers from his 20 years in Panama. In the sample, Bates, who appears to be in his 
40’s, communicates that he would drop everything in a moment if he could regain the Canal 
Zone, emphasizing the power of that connection:  
I paddle outrigger in California.  I have people that, they’re my brothers.  I paddle with 
them, and they’re close! But, if I didn’t see them for a couple of months and caught up, 
it’d be ‘oh hey, how ya been, so what’s going on?’  But these people, I haven’t seen in 20 
years, and it’s like I didn’t skip a beat.  You know.  I see them, and it’s as if yesterday I 
was walking through Balboa! With these people, the heart gets fonder...” “…again, it’s 
not about here (he motions to his head), it’s about what’s in your heart.  Panama’s in your 
heart; Panama is love.  It’s crazy to think that, but it is! (Bates 2009) 
 
Bates pauses, his voice tight.  He looks skyward and whispers “not gonna cry,” before 
looking at the camera again to summarize the meaning of his experiences.  “It was special!” he 
offers, “it really was!”  The camera pans in to a close-up of a tattoo on someone’s arm 
(presumably Bates) which is a precise rendition of the official seal of the Panama Canal Zone, 
and as the zoom remains fixed upon the tattooed seal, with its prevalent message of dividing to 
connect, Bates’ voice is heard saying “It wasn’t about trying to be the best, it was just about 
 100 
 
knowing you already were…in the best place you could be… cause if I could, I tell you what, 
give me a shovel, I’ll dig that expansion with you, brother, I’ll do it right now.  I love it, I love 
that place man” (Bates 2009). 
Bates’ passionate sentiment for the Canal Zone and his desire to relive the memories 
every day was not the case for every Zonian I interviewed, but for several, who held their years 
in the Canal Zone as “the best,” like the utopian dedication, this sentiment was echoed precisely, 
oft with tears. 
How does this explain connection as division?  With these ardent Zonians, the connection 
to Panama and the Canal Zone is only found in dividing from the present.  In comparing this 
present day, which comes up lacking, with Panama, the ardent Zonian finds the connection they 
feel that they have lost.  The Canal Zone is remembered, not as “a good place to grow up,” it is 
not accepted as a social experiment, as so expertly described by Andrew Missal; it is 
remembered as “the good place,” where “the good life” was lived.   
The greatness of the Canal was not that it split Panama in two; it was that the earth was 
removed (RESTRAINT REMOVAL) so that the oceans could connect.  This was an epic feat, and 
the Canal Zone citizens were witnesses to that, just like Ernest Pierce described in his poetic 
description of the Zonian responsibility in Section 2.3.2.1.  
The way the Zonians refuse comparison keeps the memory of the Canal Zone pristine and 
untouched by decay.  In this way, the Canal Zone functions as a more effective Utopia than it did 
when it was inhabited by Americans.  Away from Panama, the Canal Zone community is able to 
do accomplish their purpose: to maintain the Panama Canal and its memory in the mind of the 
Americans who built it. 
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Proof of that lies not only in the hallowed, incomparable status of Zonian memories, but 
in the fact that so many of these Zonian interviewees confessed a desire, while they were in 
Panama, to come to the States.  In one interview I was told “you know, the States had it all, it 
was current” (30.1-Marilyn, Author Interview).  In another interview, one Zonian expressed 
jealousy of a neighbor: “what I remember about them is, they always brought home a new car 
(25.1-Don, Author Interview).  When they came home from [two months, paid] vacation in the 
States, we were all wondering “what is it this time?” None of them wanted to fall behind in 
movies, fashion, or pop culture.   
These strategies and the quips from Zonians who I have had the privilege of listening to 
as they experience longing, put into perspective elements we have addressed in both the dividing 
and the connecting sections.  First, it helps to explain how the silver and the gold roll worked.  
Like everywhere in the world, people needed to feed their families, and a job was a job.  If the 
jobs available to you happened to be of lower or higher rank, so be it.  This was understood as 
being a part of the way the world worked at the time.  There are numerous retellings of 
camaraderie among gold and silver workers, and a lingering respect exists among all those who 
helped to bring the Canal Zone into being and keep it running.  The “Jim Crow” environment, as 
the rolls have been called, was a reflection of the times.  For the majority of workers, fighting for 
a better job or desiring to work a position that was not offered to you (as in the case of the 
American Harry Franck in Section 2.3.2.1 who wanted to dig the Canal with pick and shovel) 
was not worth the division which would be required in order to pursue such ends.   
In the same manner, the division from Panama was just as necessary a part of remaining 
connected to the United States.  It was understood that the citizens of the Canal Zone were in 
Panama for a single purpose: to maintain and operate the Canal. Missal, Greene, and Coniff all 
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agree that a part of the understanding of the Zonian and of the U.S. citizen at the time was that 
the United States was a prominent world-leader, emerging as superior in engineering, 
technology, and economics.  The Canal was simply evidence of that.   
Gleaned from the stories of the legacy Zonian and the public, official narrative of “men 
sacrificing their lives for the Canal,” the impression that Zonian culture seemed to devolve into 
“good times,” for which it is still remembered and held dear, must be couched in the 
understanding that the times were good because of the prices paid by our forefathers and by a 
superior government which provided everything, a government which, in the words of Sandra 
“took care of us.”  In the opinion of the legacy Zonians, the sacrifice of generations past was 
great enough to cover those who came to the Zone knowing it only as a place of pleasure and 
security. 
4.3 In their cups and in the zone 
The connecting-as-dividing also begins to break open the darker side of the Canal Zone, the 
Canal Zone which evokes not only longing but bleak despair.  This was the Zone rarely 
referenced, that no one wanted to talk about at length, but of which I had heard mention over the 
years, and ran across in quiet lulls in interviews, and published Canal-Zone-critique.  This was 
the Zone of promiscuity, of drug use; the Zone of alcoholic fathers, of mothers with nervous 
breakdowns.  This was the Canal Zone of barely passing classes because of addiction and 
truancy, a lonely Zone, a Zone of longing, even in the heart of “love,” of “paradise.” This was a 
Zone of perpetual longing to belong. 
This “dark Zone,” is covered in compassionate detail by Michael Donoghue in Chapter 4 
of Borderlands, entitled “Desire, Sexuality, and Gender in the Zone-Panama Borderland.”  He 
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talks about the many factors and constraints influencing life in the tiny Canal Zone, illuminating 
the reality that Zonians may have harbored insecurity concerning their right to dominance in the 
jungle related to their habit of excessive drinking.  “This inordinate drinking suggests a deeper 
anxiety about their status, a homesickness common to colonists, though most Zonians recall their 
tippling as great fun and socialization.  This activity shocked more moderate Panamanian 
drinkers and painted the Zonians as bunch of foolhardy drunks” (Donoghue 2014: 72). 
Before we delve into the phrase which titles this section, it is important to note that, in 
spite of what Zonian enthusiasts might believe, the despair factor is not simply related to being 
“in one’s cups” (drunk), nor does it directly pertain to “losing the Canal” during the Carter 
treaties of the late 1970’s, finalized in the 1999 transfer.  It relates instead to the experience of 
utopia, and the degree to which the metaphor of utopia is a central function of the conceptual 
system.   
As for the despair, the sadness, the loneliness which I only hint at here, I rely on a story 
told to me during a private conversation with the wife of a Zonian.  This Zonian was not one of 
those who lived from nostalgia, but one of those who had “put it behind him,” and his wife was 
not from the Canal Zone, but a genteel southerner.   
During our conversation, she was describing her father-in-law, a legacy Zonian, 
decorated for his service, for whom the Zone had not been lost.  He had simply come to the 
United States to retire, like so many others who could not live in the Zone unless they were 
employed but the ICC.   
She told me how he went into silence; “a remote, unreachable place.”   
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“Little by little,” she said, this once-acrobatic pipe-diver became physically stiff, “he 
couldn’t move his left Arm.”  
She paused for me to make a note, then continued.  “He was depressed,” she said.  “I 
think he just didn’t know what to do with himself.”  As I listened and wrote, she told me the 
story.   
“I took him to a faith healer once.”  This pragmatic Catholic lady surprised me!  A faith 
healer?  
“Wow!” I said.  
“Yep.” She said. “I had to drive him all the way up to Kentucky [from Florida].”  
“Did it work?  I mean, did he get healed?”  I asked.   
“Oh yeah,” she said.  “He talked the whole way home.  He was his old self.  Moved his 
arms, laughed.”  She shook her head.  “But when we came home, he went back to the same old 
gramps.  The same old prison of silence” (20.1-Gail, Author Interview). 
This non-Zonian (wife of a Zonian) was one of two wives who referenced the depression 
they observed in the lives of their Zonian; the other asked that her story remain confidential, 
allowing only that it be mentioned that yes, her husband is, and has always been depressed, and 
she would definitely say he actively longs for Panama and the Canal Zone comparing daily 
aspects of life in the continental U.S. to (better) memories of the Canal Zone. 
The other things mentioned—the nervous breakdowns, the drugs, truancy, etc., were 
harder to pin down.  People were evasive, uncomfortable.  They had come to the reunion to have 
a good time.  Why was I asking questions like that? Their faces seemed to say.  So I went easy 
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on those topics at the reunion, having no desire to wear out my welcome and “lose” the 
interview. 
But the topic of alcohol and its costs was much more compelling.  Alcoholism was a tale 
many a Zonian willingly told, both away from and at the reunion, where enjoyment of one’s time 
often seemed insured by unlimited servings of booze.  In fact, from the first moments of arrival 
at the Marriott hotel, waiting quietly while my Zonian host poured shots of Panamanian rum in 
the room in the early afternoon (“just a taste, just a taste!”),  it seemed that people had a curious 
imperviousness to the typical shame of inebriation. 
I heard the phrase “in his cups” to describe being perpetually/frequently drunk when I 
was participating in phone interviews from Washington and Florida.  I had called Peggy (04.1-
Peggy, Author Interview), one of my area reporter informants, asking her if she knew anyone 
else that might want to talk to me.   
As she verbally ran down a list of her acquaintances for potential interviews, she 
simultaneously ticked off reasons why they might say no.  When she got to one man’s name, she 
said “Oh he did so much for the museum, but I don’t think so. Not now.”   
“Why?”  I queried.   
“Oh, last time I called him, he was in his cups!”  She said lightly.   
“In his cups?” I asked dumbly.   
“You know, living the dream?” then she got serious: “he’s drunk” (04.1-Peggy, Author 
Interview).   
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The phrase “in his cups,” which I hadn’t heard before that time, created an impeccable 
image, the image of being inside a container, not unlike being inside the Canal Zone.  More 
specifically, being “in his cups” was iconic of the image of Zonians actually being in the locks 
themselves.  The similarity between the two is immediately apparent because of the semantic 
element present in both phrases: “being in.” Second to the iconicity of the sentence itself, being 
in the locks and being in the cups both refer to being inside of a liquid which is within a 
container for a measure of time (in the case of the cups, the liquid is “drained” by drinking and 
refilled by a bottle; in the case of the locks, the liquid is “drained” by the locks being opened and 
refilled by the locks being shut).  Add to these two features the shared characteristic of privilege, 
which for the Zonian was the rare (and no longer possible) opportunity to swim in the actual 
locks and for the alcoholic is the leisure which affords him time and means to drink to excess, 
and you have a significant point of reference between the very locks of the Panama Canal and 
the alcoholic’s booze. 
Like the Canal, the alcohol provided a safe and predictable barrier between oneself and 
the rest of the world.  Being “in one’s cups” seemed to provide a sure escape, like utopia, from 
the perils of the present.  What was so different, in my experience, was the absence of shame 
associated with this excess.  In my culture and experience, excessive drinking had produced in 
me and around me such an acute shame that it was an act that had to be hidden, avoided at all 
costs.  I would come to learn that both the origin of the phrase “being in one’s cups” and the 
associated reputation were different than that of my personal experience.
9
 
                                                     
9
 I was told separately by a English man and a woman born and raised in Jamaica that being “in one’s cups” was 
originally a reference to those who were being treated for tropical diseases like malaria and yellow fever.  Because 
there was little to do for the person after the disease had taken hold, they were given vodka or other strong drink to 
anesthetize them from the pain until the time of their death.  This may also explain the absence of shame associated 
with being in one’s cups. 
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This was not the case in the Canal Zone.  The last night of the reunion, that of the grand 
ball, which had been introduced by a showy parade of Panamanian women in national pollera 
dresses, continued late as the band played and the dance floor was filled with people.  Just 
behind me, as I sat at a table which flanked the dance floor, an old man was dancing with another 
Zonian, a friend of my father’s.  Suddenly he stopped dancing.  I had noticed he was nearly 
tripping with each dance step, but was unprepared for the sudden stillness followed by a stiff 
crash.  He had gone from dancing, to standing.  And from standing, swaying ever so slowly from 
side to side, he had gone crashing forward onto his face.   
People hurried to him, but, drunk as he was, he waved his hands and rolled his head 
around, mumbling, unconcerned.  Then he turned over and sat with his knees bent, wrists on his 
knees, still jovial.  He barely seemed to register that anything had gone wrong.  Neither did those 
attending him seem to be even slightly surprised or worried.  Their initial shock as he fell was 
instantly replaced by a neutral expression.  Someone handed him a plastic cup of water, someone 
else gave him a hardy slap on the shoulder, and finally someone helped him to his feet, 
whereupon he resumed dancing—with the same dance partner. 
It was this same man, yellow-mustachioed, white-haired and well-dressed in bright white 
guayabera with very red face, who had shouted from the clubhouse room down to the main floor 
where we wandered, in the general direction of a cluster of women “WILL YOU MARRY ME 
SWEETHEART?  WILL YOU MARRY ME?!?” I gathered that he was a decorated officer, but 
for me, uninitiated non-Zonian, what stood out to me the most was his perpetual drunkenness.  I 
couldn’t help but wonder, with the emphasis on such “perfect” connections: why? 
I saw many, many drunk Zonians, but what surprised me again and again was that this 
drunkenness seemed impervious to their status: legacy Zonian, decorated officer, strict pilot, 
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accomplished doctor, former athlete, degenerate drug-user: alcohol seemed to simply be an 
acceptable part of the culture.  Was being “in one’s cups” just another way of being “in the 
Zone?”  It would seem that it might not only restore the Zonian to being in the Canal Zone, but 
being inside of the all-important Canal itself.  It was, after all, a long-ago privilege of Zonians 
alone to swim and/or paddle canoe through the Canal on special occasions (01.2-Daniel, 03.1-
Joseph, Author Interviews).  This nearness to the water within the path of the Canal correlates to 
the importance of rank on the Zone.  Perhaps I had it all backwards, and being “in one’s cups” 
actually heightened one’s status, like being in the Canal itself would? 
No one could answer this question, but five of my in-depth interviews still referenced 
pain associated with being emotionally close to someone who abused alcohol.  One of these was 
a Zonian torn between her old identity and the new identity she had formed in the United States.  
She was older, old enough not to have “lost” the Canal Zone: she came to the States for college, 
never intending to return to live in the Zone. 
Bonnie and I were in her kitchen after dinner when the books came out.  I had retired 
briefly to my room, and when I came into the kitchen there were piles of books, magazines, 
clippings from newspapers, and various brochures on the breakfast bar and covering the table: 
the Canal Zone treasure trove. 
We began with pictures of people Bonnie knew and loved, softly-told stories hidden in 
the reams of her life experience and emotion.  She showed me a photograph of her brother, 
smiling, sitting in a folding chair beneath an outdoor tent with a red plastic cup in his hand.  
Voice low, she shook her head, he was an alcoholic.  Her voice was troubled he died over ten 
years ago (05.1-Bonnie, Author Interview).   
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A quiet moment passed and Bonnie leafed absently through some brochures while I 
thumbed an old commissary catalog from the Zone.   
“Seems like there might have been a bit of drinking in the Canal Zone,” I offered, having 
already told Bonnie a little bit about my own family and personal experience, good and bad. 
“Well I never drank!” Bonnie said.  “Wasn’t always popular for it, either.  Once we were 
out joyriding and they tricked me—took me to a bar!  Well!  I wouldn’t get out of the car.  
Spoiled their fun.  So be it.”  She shook her head again.  “I never drank” she said softly to herself 
(05.1-Bonnie, Author Interview). 
Bonnie was the perfect example of a Zonian wavering between the siren song of the 
Canal-Zone-as-utopia and the harsh embrace of the reality of the present.  That same morning, 
books and pictures spread out around us, I asked her, “did you ever think that maybe the Zone 
wouldn’t  last forever?,” making reference to the graffiti and the signs I had seen declaring 
“Canal Zone Forever.”  Bonnie answered almost before I got the question out.  “Oh I knew it 
wasn’t going to last forever.” She exhaled quickly, dismissively.  “I knew that.  I wanted to get 
out of there.  Of course.  I planned to be a teacher, and I did it” (05.1-Bonnie, Author Interview).  
Bonnie plucked an old book from the stacks that had caught my eye.  I had seen the title 
when leafing through the internet offerings on Amazon from a search of Panama Canal Zone + 
Culture.  The book was the Knapp’s Red, White, and Blue Paradise, written in 1984.  I didn’t 
know who the Knapps were nor where the tome stood among the academic writings, only that 
the book was an account of a pair of teachers who had lived in the Zone.  
Bonnie picked up this book, turned it over in her hands and exhaled.  She turned it back 
so the title cover and title faced the ceiling and slowly offered it to me.   
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“You can have that.”  She said.  Her voice was thick.  “It took me a long time to read it.” 
I looked up from the cover of the book to see tears in the edges of her eyes.   
“It was just, …”  Bonnie swallowed, and trailed off. “…hard.  It was just hard to read.”  
 Now little tears had fallen from the corners of her eyes and edged slowly along the sides 
of her face.  She sniffed, swallowing before speaking.  “I knew that what they said was true, but 
it just took me awhile”(05.1, Author Interview).   
I felt the weight of the book and its hard cover.  It was an old library book and still had a 
plastic dust jacket.  Just holding it in Bonnie’s presence, with so many unanswered questions, I 
felt a vague sadness, but I also the germ of surprise—surprise at her capacity to understand the 
Zone in general and yet to be inside of it---and underneath all of that the unnamable sense of loss 
and hopelessness. It pervaded the atmosphere of her house and barked from the silence her 
husband dwelt in. 
This book, Red White and Blue Paradise, is not even critical of the Canal Zone.  By the 
time I read it, with Bonnie’s tearful presentation always before me, I understood of the Zonian 
culture, basically, that I would never understand.  That I couldn’t understand.  That no matter 
how I tried, so much of it-- the longing, the nostalgia, the preference for the unreal, the wide 
berth given to problems—just didn’t make sense to me.  And it might never.  But in the midst of 
that I have also realized that “dividing to connect” may not make sense to the Zonian, either.  
The demand of their mandate, the cost that it requires, is one which is answered by duty, 
obligation, and fealty to nation and to fellow citizen.  These sacrifices, of maintaining the Zone 
as paradise, and of dividing from the present to do so, exact a toll which is not initially apparent 
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to one who observes the Zonians “in their cups,” of nostalgia, souvenir, and alcohol.  But only 
when it is taken into account does the Zonian attitude begin to make sense. 
Recall from section 2.1 the statement by one Zonian” “We were Americans living on 
foreign soil.”  At the time, I understood this only marginally, through the lens of my own bias as 
an expression of why there was such a bond between those who had lived in the Canal Zone.  
But after hearing story after story, I realized that the expression is better understood to 
summarize the Zonian sense of being whole-heartedly American while estranged from America; 
an explanation of the cost paid by Zonians throughout the 20
th
 century and the reason for that 
cost: duty to country and to fellow man.  It reveals that within what could easily seem to be a 
pleasure-seeking, juvenile subculture, there a sense of fealty acts as a guiding force.  All who 
swear it remain true to the Panama Canal Zone.  These are the “dying breed,” the “endangered 
species,” the “Sons and Daughters of the Canal Zone” who are suffering and fading e’er the 
chronos of time moves away from the manifest utopia at the Panama Canal (CZBrats 1997; 
Hirons 2000; Clarke 2005).  These are the Zonians.  These are utopians. 
These stories of connection, paired with the historical accounts of division have given 
birth to the discovery made within these pages, over the hours and days and years it has taken me 
to put into words the “felt experience” as Goodall Jr. calls it, of  ethnographic research about the 
Canal Zone (2000: 133). The discovery—that division and connection can be fused into one 
single act--provides an example of what Fauconnier and Turner talk about throughout their work 
on conceptual blending, both in the essay “Conceptual Integration Networks” (1998) and 
“Rethinking Metaphor” (2006).  It also sheds light on the utopian notion, and demonstrates that 
the utopian gesture of separating is not limited to those who have lived in a declared “utopia” but 
can be performed by those who physically remain but wish to socially divide form the present 
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society.  Overall it points out that the act of longing for paradise is really quite common to the 
human race.   
Longing to get away to something in the past, where it was once “good,” or to get to 
some place in the future where it will be good; both demonstrate the utopian nature of modern 
American culture, like Zonian culture.  Cleavage from this present moment, with its 
imperfections and discomforts presents a utopian gesture not limited to Zonians.  But the Zonian 
under scrutiny reveals a truth about utopians previously unseen, and that is this: that beneath 
every divide, every gesture of separation, the utopian is reaching for a powerful connection that 
promises security, safety, happiness, and more than all of these: unconditional belonging. 
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Appendix A: Interviewee Data Table 
Appendix A comprises a table of demographic information which helps the reader to locate each 
interviewee by pseudonym and interview reference.  Each interview has a separate entry based 
on the date of the interview.  In instances where a person was interviewed more than once, they 
are referred to within the text of this thesis specifically by the number which references the 
interview being cited.  For example: “01.1-Daniel, Author Interview” would refer to 01.1-Daniel 
in the following table; “02.2-Sandra, Author Interview” would refer to 02.2-Sandra in the table, 
in the case, the second entry for Sandra, referencing a separate interview. 
Pseudonym Age Sex Residence Location Interview Type Interview Date 
01.1-Daniel 63 Male WA WA Live, In-depth 5/8/13 
01.2-Daniel 63 Male WA WA Live, In-depth 5/19/13 
01.3-Daniel 63 Male WA WA Live, In-depth 7/5/13 
02.1-Sandra 56 Female FL WA Phone 4/10/13 
02.2-Sandra 56 Female FL FL Live, In-depth 6/22/13 
03.1-Joseph 67 Male WA WA Phone, In-depth 5/22/13 
04.1-Peggy 81 Female LA LA Live, In-depth 6/30/13 
05.1-Bonnie 68 Female FL FL Live, In-depth 7/3/13 
06.1-Helen 82 Female WA WA Live, In-depth 5/20/13 
06.2-Helen 82 Female WA WA Live, In-depth 5/22/13 
06.3-Helen 82 Female WA WA Live, In-depth 5/25/13 
07.1-Charlie 57 Male FL FL Live, In-depth 6/22/13 
08.1-Dennis 77 Male FL FL Live, In-depth 7/6/13 
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09.1-Larry 68 Male FL FL Live, In-depth 6/24/13 
10.1-Craig 68 Male FL FL Live, In-depth 6/23/13 
11.1-Ralph 67 Male FL FL Live, In-depth 7/5/13 
12.1-Andrew 34 Male FL FL Live, Casual 7/6/13 
13.1-Cheryl 55 Female FL FL Live, Casual 7/5/13 
14.1-Gerald 88 Male FL FL Live, In-depth 6/20/13 
14.1-Gerald 88 Male FL FL Live, In-depth 7/6/13 
15.1-Gladys 89 Female FL FL Live, In-depth 6/21/13 
15.2-Gladys 89 Female FL FL Live, In-depth 7/6/13 
16.1-Caroline 64 Female FL FL Live, Casual 7/5/13 
17.1-Cynthia 64 Female FL FL Live, In-depth 7/5/13 
18.1-Beth 70 Female FL FL Live, In-depth 6/24/13 
19.1-Aquino 67 Male FL FL Live, In-depth 7/6/13 
20.1-Gail 63 Female FL FL Live, In-depth 6/23/13 
21.1-Robert 67 Male D.C. WA Phone, In-depth 7/10/13 
22.1-Lydia 44 Female WA WA Live, In-depth 8/16/13 
23.1-Rhoda 62 Female WA WA Live, In-depth 5/19/13 
24.1-Scott 20 Male FL FL Live; Casual 7/6/13 
25.1-Don 66 Male FL FL Live; Casual 7/6/13 
26.1-Isabel 23 Female Panama FL Live; Casual 7/6/13 
27.1-Marcos 24 Male Panama FL Live; Casual 7/6/13 
28.1-Joan 60 Female FL FL Live; Casual 7/6/13 
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29.1-Jason 45 Male FL FL Live; Casual 7/6/13 
30.1-Marilyn 58 Female GA FL Live; Casual 7/6/13 
31.1-Ian 51 Male WA WA Live; Casual 10/26/13 
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Appendix B: Interview Plan and Questions 
Appendix B consists of the steps undertaken prior to conducting interviews, as well as a detailed 
sketch of the approach and types of questions (with samples) that I used during each interview.  
The interview style utilized follows an ethnographic approach, which is reflected in the types and 
stages of questions. 
 
Interview Planning Steps 
1.  Email the informant an introduction to me, my paper, my purpose in contacting them and my 
hopes to conduct an interview with them about the Panama Canal Zone.   
2. If given consent, establish an ideal time and place which suits their schedule.  Explain that I 
will be in Florida from the end of June through the Orlando reunion.  Also offer an interview 
time slot during the reunion; if they want to wait until closer to the time we can schedule it later. 
3. A comfortable location is chosen to conduct the interview.  Ask informant, “are you 
comfortable with meeting at X?” 
4.  Once in person, re-introduce myself, my project, and my purpose.  Ask for permission to take 
notes or record and use the notes in this paper.   
5. Carefully explain to them the interview format and proposed timeline of my questions and our 
time together.  Ask if that suits their schedule, to make sure that interviewee is on board.   
6.  Proceed with interview question in person, adjusting for circumstances and interviewee 
communication (verbal/non-verbal). 
7. Thank the interviewee and ask them if they have any questions about me, my project, or their 
interview.   
Semi-Structured Interview Format 
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Question begin with Preview/Demographic questions, then the interview gets underway with 
Grand-Tour questions, moves to more specific, Mini-Tour questions, followed by Example, then 
Experience, and finally Canal-Language questions. 
The script is subject to variation. 
Interview Questions 
Preview/Demographic Questions 
Some of these you may have already answered, but do you mind if we run through them again so 
I can refresh my memory and make sure my notes are accurate? 
What year were your born? 
Where were you born? 
When did you move to Panama? (if applicable) 
What was the reason your family moved to Panama? 
Where did you live in Panama? 
Grand-Tour Questions 
Part A 
What was it like growing up in the Canal Zone? 
What made it so? 
What was a typical day like in the Canal Zone? 
What were your favorite activities? 
When did you come to the continental U.S.? 
Why? 
Were you expecting to return to Panama? 
What was difficult about the experience of coming North? What was enjoyable? 
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Part B 
Could you describe the street where you grew up? 
Tell me about participating in ___ activity—who did you participate with? Where? 
Part C 
Can you describe the layout of the Panama Canal Zone?   
What were some of your favorite places to visit? 
What places were you most familiar with? 
What was your house like in the Panama Canal Zone? Did you move frequently?  Who did you 
share space with? 
Part D 
Could you describe your job (or your dad’s job) on the Canal?   
Could you tell me how the locks work? 
Mini-Tour Questions 
These questions will vary related to the answers given above. 
Tell me about a time you visited Ancon Hill? 
Could you tell me about a time you visited Panama City? 
Tell me about a day paddling Cayuco?  A race you remember? 
What do you remember from the riots in ’63? 
Example Questions 
Give me an example of what you mean by “paradise”? (or utopia, or ‘best place…’) 
Can you give me an example of one of the difficulties of coming to the continental U.S.A.? 
Can you give me an example of something that makes Panama unique that you miss? 
Experience Questions 
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Could you tell me about your experience working in the continental U.S. vs. Panama? 
Can you tell me about your experience living in the Canal Zone housing vs. U.S. housing?  
Canal Language Questions  
Where did you first see the Kuna Mola? 
Can you tell me how the locks gate works? 
Were cotamundis something that you hunted? 
Did people vacation in David? 
Were pollera popular with Zonian women, or mostly Panamanian? 
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Appendix C: Field Notes 
Appendix C consists of samples of writing from my field notes, selected to add dimension to the profile 
of the Zonian who is in large part the topic of this paper.  These selections were made based on their 
variety, the importance of what the person was talking about within the scope of this thesis, the additional 
details they provide, and as a way of demonstrating the type of notes taken during the field work and 
interviewing stages of this project.  After completing my research, upon transcribing my field notes, there 
are an additional 28 pages of (typed) notes in addition to these 5.  
06/24/2013 
“Do You Know Where Your Soul is Going” 
Larry, religious, photographer, talks a lot about women in a weird way, brief time in Canal Zone, 
but fixated like other Zonians and an Area Reporter.  Writing a book about his time in the Canal 
Zone and wants to self publish.  Wants me to help him.  Has sent files upon files of the chapters 
for me to read. 
Comes to the door looking like a man poured badly into his clothes, a spray of some kind 
of berry juice along his pants and shirt giving me slight some odd and unable-to-be-placed alarm.  
He looks like a Gary Larson Cartoon; beige socks halfway up wrinkled ankles, smallish head and 
thin forearms sticking out from what looked for all the world like a wrinkled, belted pillow.  
Wheezy friar tuck voice.  “Excuse the mess, we’re in the middle of moving.  We just bought this 
house but we found one we like better so we are waiting until escrow closes then we are moving 
again.” 
Invited me inside with waves of his hand with that wheezy voice telling me that they 
were in the process of moving from one house to another, or that they were selling a house? I 
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couldn’t be sure—it sounded to me like the rambling list of owned properties that I had heard 
before.  The living room was piled high with books, DVDs, boxes of slides.  Between the 
entrance and the television to my left was a kind of gabled gate—the kind that usually goes in a 
garden or at the edge of a porch, complete with plastic flowers wired into the topmost slats. 
“Sorry about the mess,” Larry wheezed, “we’re still organizing.”  No problem, I thought.  
My head was pounding and my eyes felt bee-stung; swollen.  Larry led me through a small sun 
room to a table off the kitchen.  “Why don’t you have a seat.  Want some water?  Coffee?”  I 
nodded yes to both.  The room we were in had the same feeling of lived-in-but-not-finished-
moving-in as the living.  On the table a stack of old newspapers, and on top of that, a giant 
peanut butter jar filled with pens and pencils, highlighters, a ruler.  Beside the peanut butter jar a 
measuring tape and against the wall on the side of the table a paint-splattered level.   
In the kitchen there was a rice cooker with the lid off; a scattering of Tupperware 
containers with different colored lids beside; a box of plastic forks, an old Gatorade bottle.  I 
spied another Costco-sized jar of trail mix on the top of the microwave. Hunger. I forgot to eat 
breakfast. 
Larry began by telling me about his days working for the water board.  It seemed he had 
wanted to order pizza.  Lowered his voice in the time his wife was ordering pizza to whisper 
about two girls in his flight school who came to class without certain things.  When wife went to 
get pizza told me story of a gorgeous lady who borrowed the camera of a loathsome flight school 
teacher to take pictures of herself, then restored the camera to the man without letting him 
know—these pictures he accidentally showed to a roomful of guests on a new screen projector.  
Told me that he saw aliens three times in his life—specific details.  “His little Indian girl” who 
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would take the notes for the water table in the jungle since she was the only one who could read 
and write “I never minded” raised eyebrows, showing me a picture of her, topless.   
Later tried to lead me into a Mormon prayer of salvation.  Outstanding! What an 
experience. 
6/7/2013 
“Zonian Royalty” 
Washington State, after sunset 
We were sitting around a fire pit he had built with the help of his son.  His youngest, had just 
married his young wife and so was not there to enjoy the fruits of his own labor.  The man’s 
American flag was a big one, perhaps 5’ by 10,’ and it leaned over us fluttering in the breeze 
from a plastic potato-gun shaft he had taped to the trunk of the big tree.  I had been asking him to 
tell me about his grandparents, his life growing up, and anything he could recall about his house 
in the Canal Zone. 
Somehow we had gotten to the topic of his name and he said “did you my grandfather 
was one of few recipients of three bars of the Roosevelt medal?”  He had been leaning back in 
his chair.  He slammed the front feet of the chair down with a whump! And turned to look at me.  
“Hey, no one can say ANYTHING about that name, you know that right?”   
I nodded feeling nervous.  The booze had been flowing just long enough to loosen 
tongues.  Not sure exactly what I was meant to know, but I sensed that this was important. 
“Hey—we’re—we’re so vetted, we are like, we are like, official—like Royalty.  Zonian 
Royalty.  This name?  Well?!  Cousins can’t claim to be related to this name!  Not even my 
grandma on my mom’s side!”   
 123 
 
He was picking up speed, naming relatives who did not have the right to the name of 
ancestry, emphasizing with every gesture the vaulted place which one occupied, simply because 
of this last name. 
6/20/2013 
Vancouver, Washington 
“Little Helen” 
Helen comes out from the dark hallway of the low-lit room leaning on her cane, a constant 
stream of words coming out of her mouth in a kind of happy, nonstop rasp.  Her black hair, at 86, 
is adorned by a silvery white stripe that flows from around her widows peak back into her tight 
ponytail.  Large eye sockets and high cheekbones bespeak the dramatic beauty that must have 
always been hers.  A black fabric rose hangs tenuously to her ponytail-holder, seemingly 
unprepared for the animated bobs and gestures that are Helen’s streaming storyline.   
Helen lets me put her walker in my trunk, but refuses even the slightest bit of help 
lowering herself, still talking, into my ugly old Toyota Tercel.  Knuckly hands, pronounced by 
arthritis, grip the car door and the seat back as she claws a grip.  Her nail beds are long, and her 
nails-- longer than the press-ons you can buy at the drugstore.  She is still talking when I offer to 
pull the awkward lap belt into its fastening and close and lock the door with a soft but firm 
“whump.”  
Helen is telling me, I think so, about the time her husband died and her sister brought 
flowers.  The story has gone back to the beginning a few times, then fast forwarded to some 
 124 
 
details the relevance of which I can’t follow, but ultimately keeps ending up with flowers in the 
hot sun too long in the car.  “So it was like that,” Helen finishes a section of her story, “oh, my.” 
Only when she is struggling, not desirous of my help, to get out of the car, does Helen 
grow quiet.  Or rather, her noises are the efforts of breath and muscle.  As soon as she snaps her 
walker wheels down on the pathway she is right back into the sea of words from which I have 
come to harvest a certain kind of “fish.”  “My doctor says I’m strong, and I am strong! You 
know yes Mack well I was the one well I lost weight as soon as my hip is better I go back to 
water aerobics! But oh then in the middle of the night --hmmm--- who’s into the peanut butter?” 
Here she turns for a split second to raise an eyebrow “anyway I was the heavier one but now 
Mack seems to have put on a bit of wait, eh well, oh look!”   
We have come to a clearing dusted with pink-tipped daise-eyes and finished with a dollop 
of white wild roses growing in an extravagant clump in the very center. 
“So, your father is Panamanian?”  Helen asks me.  “No, he’s Zonian-- American, born in 
Panama?” 
This was enough for Helen to dive in again, this time, I feel that our ship is trawling 
closer to fishing grounds.  “My GRANDfather was a Spaniard!” Helen tells me, “and my other 
grandfather well he was from the Isle of Wight.”   
 
7/4/2013 
Orlando, Florida- Reunion 
So many people everywhere, so patriotic.  Yipee! And the “ron” (Panamanian rum)!   
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But a more interesting query.  Why does everyone have the same answers to my questions.?  
Examples: 
In answer to “what was Panama like?” 
Panama was a utopia 
Panama was paradise 
Best place in the world to grow up 
No place in the world like Panama 
When I follow up with the question “what made it so perfect?,” these responses: 
You could ride your bike at midnight 
You could walk home in the dark 
You could walk home from the movies at night 
Everyone knew everyone else 
Everyone knew your parents 
Panama was the best place in the world for kids 
Did they memorize these items?  Why the recurring mention of bicycles?  And what does 
it mean/why important that people knew your parents?  I sense this tied in somehow with not 
getting into trouble.  Need more info if I want to pursue that line. 
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